
I YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT

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

_, EAN ANTH ELM E BRI LLAT-SAVARI N,
French gastronome, in The physiology ofTaste (1g25')

\Mhy do people care so much about food? Morc than just physical
sustenance, peoplcb food choices tell others who they are. Eating
home-cooked food, around the dinner table, has become a symbol
of people's comrnirmenr ro family life and good health. Food can
also be a symbol of our cultural roots, ofwhere we come from and
wherc we belong and dont belong. Food is never just food,
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"You need to come say grace before dinnerj' Patricia Washington
announces as she removes a sizzling Tony's pepperoni pizza fronr
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 posrure create the appearance of
someone beyond her fifty-eighr years.

"It's hot," she advises her grandchildren, carefully diwying up
slices ofpizza between four-year-old Mia and one-year-oldJayden.

She puts Jaydent 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 situares

him on her hip. ril/ithout prompting, Mia scrambles onro the bath-
room vanity to wash her hands. \Zith her knees on the counter to
steady herself, she hunches oyer the sink basin, trying to grasp rhe
knob of the faucet. She wears skinny jeans and a pink T-shirs At
four, Mia is small for her age. Her perire frame, combined with her
broad smile and infectious laugh, s€enr 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 J*yd.r. Mia's legs

dangle over the side of the counrer, searching for a foothold,
Eventually, her foot finds the edge of the beige plastic wastebasket

under the sink. She steadies herself enough ro 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 delicare features and dark
hair, cut close to his head. He is dressed in a T-shirt and diaper.



18 . PRESSURE COOKER

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 repears each line after her.
'And we thank Him for our food. By His hand we musr 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

fi'om the rest of the slice.

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

Patricia doesn't eat,l 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 undl later.

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

"Oh, yeah, that's a good answe(' Patricia tells the conrestant, glancing at

the television.

Itt a familiar scene, except that Patricia and the kids aren't at a kitchen
table, or even in a kitchen. \7ith 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
montl'rs.

Most people have an idea of what family meals should look like. Maybe they
pull it offon a regular basis, maybe they don't, but they hold in mind a similar
ideal ofwhat 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
andJayden setting the table and everyone gathering around it. "The kids will
put the table in ordet and everyone will sit down and eat together.."

This is how Patricia remembers the mealtimes of her youth. She has good
memories of eadng 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 nemory. It's only as an aduk, looking back, that Patricia realizes her
family was dirt poor'. They rarely ate meat. lnstead, 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 fi-esh collards
and mustard greens. "I still like mustard greens to dris day,'she says, smiling.2
she remembers pinto and lima beans simmering o' the stove for hours, later
served with corn bread. After Patricia's morher died, she moved in with her
aunt.3 She knew her aunt was better offbecause 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 ro-
gether at the table, and afterward, the adults would sit around on rhe fronr
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 generarion," 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 ear

together.

"Growing up, there niight be two or three kids to a room, and everybody

eats at the dinner table togethe/,' Patricia says. "Now everybody ears ar rheir
own tine, whatever they want to ear. You still do have some people who are

doing it the old-fashioned way. Some families still eat together, bur most of
this generation, they just slip drrough."

Farnily dinners are deeply syrnbolic. For Patricia, the past represenrs a

simpler time, when it was easier to garher everyone around the table. Saundra

agrees. 'When Saundra thinks about the pasi, she remembers the whole
family-Patricia, her dad, her brorhers, and Saundra-eating together. 'As

we got older, thatt 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 ofthirteen. Before

Patriciat husband left her. Before rhey got evicted and had to moye into the

hotel room.

Most people rhink 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 culeural 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.a

I
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Dinner in the colonial era was a 
'ridday 

acdviry focused more o' phys-
ical susrenance than family togetherness, The goal was to ger eneryy to keep
working. It wasn'r until the lare nineteenth century that fanrilies began eating
the main meal in the evening, as far.nily rnembers increasingly began spending
their days working outside the home for pay,

Many people didn't take kindly ro the change. I' 1870, cookbook author
Jane Cunningl, am warned, "Six o'clock dinners destroyhealth." 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 visitingi' she speculated.5

But cunningharn and other critics of the evening meal wer-e wrong. Rather
than bringing American faniilies ro ruin, the evening neal instead became a

symbol of family cohesion. Dinnertime offered a chance for family members
to bond after spending mosr of the day apart. It was also an opportunity to
socialize children and teach rhem manners befitting their class posirion.

ln turn, rhe famiiy meal was mythologized. Dinner ."*" ,o represenr
family, home, middle-class prosperity, and eventually even American-ness.
For exanrple, Norman Rockwell's famous 1943 painting, Freedomfom want,
depicts a fanily gathered around a foodJaden Tha'ksgiving table. The image
blends the relatable concepts of food and domesticity with more absrracr
ideas ofpatriotism and abundance.6

Images and messages about the importance of family meals conrinue ro
infuse popular culture. Even though rhere's good evidence these claims are
overstare d, many people fear the faniily dinner is in danger, including patricia.T

Parricia believes the problem with today's generation is that people refuse
to turn the television offand eat together', like her fanily did when she was a
child. But this is the very situation Patricia finds herself in these days. patricia
tries to create a sense of home and routine in the hotel room; they eat meals
together, even if it is on a bed, and they say the ir prayers beforehand, Howeveri
Patricia often ears later', after she is sr"rre the kids have had enough ro eat, or she
doesn't eat at all. And the TV is always o'. It's patricia's lifeline to the outside
world fi'om the dark, curtained hotel room.

Like Patricia, a lot of people feel they are coming up short in realizing the
idealized version of the faniily meal, Polls find that even though Anericans
say they rank fa'rily meals as a high priority, getting the family around a
table to eat a meal together doesn't happen as often as nrany people would
like'8 \(/hen we do eat at home, our meals don't necessariry involve cooking;
many people bring home takeout or heat up a fiozen pizza, as patricia clid.e
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Americans across the income spectrum also eat out quite a bit.10 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 peoplet lives.

Married for twenty years, Patricia raised six children, including Saundra, the

youngest, and five sons. Saundra dropped out ofschool when she was preg-

nant with Mia. A year after Mia was born, Patricia's husband left her. \Wirhout

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, bur it's complicated. He
has an older child with another woman and drifts in and out of their lives.
\tr7hen 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 addidonal $IOO in rent and the insulation

was bad, so their gas bills went up. They didn't have enough money, so they

starced paying half the rent and half the utility bills. Their landlord took them

ro court, and they were evicted.ll They've been in the hotel ever since. It's a

dilapidated hotel just offthe exit frorn a busy highway. The room costs $270 a

week, making it one of the cheapest roollls in the city,r2

Fortunately for Patricia, who has trouble clirnbing stairs, they secured a

roonr 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.

Peeking out of the curtains one day, little Mia, who is wise beyond her years,

ofFers an accurate assesslrent. '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 rnottress, and a swivel chair-is heaped around a dumpster.

People come and go, carrying plastic bags and plastic lar,rndry 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 crarnped, 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 s€em even smaller than it already
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is' some of their things, including rhe kids' roys, are in storage, but other
items and furniture have been lost pernanently between the inoves. -with
almost no roon to move around, the family uses the beds for just about
everything: eating, sleeping, a'd hanging out. Trre collnter arong the wall
is stacked with sryrofoam popeye's cups and 2O-ounce plastic so.la bottl.s.
A hot plate, currenrly not in use, is burie d under a pire of clothes. There isn,t a
spare inch of space in the whole room. clothes sit in piles on the nightstand,
shoes are scattered under the chair, andpackages of diapers ancl ot-her oclds
and ends are stashed underneath the counter.

A sour, 
'rusky 

smell pervades the air, and the hoter is prone to bug
infestations. A few weeks ago, they had roaches crawring up and down the
walls and into their bags. unlike some of the landlor.ds p"tr.i.ia has known
in her ye ars of renting, the hotel managemenr proniptly called in an exrer.mi-
nator, and the bugs disappeared for the mosr part. At least for now

Patricia has gout and asrhma, and the bones in her hand are deteriorati'g.
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 g.tti.rt 

",ry 
benefits. They

have no income besides food stamps, Medicaid, 
"nd 

,Mom"r-r, Infants, and
children (\nc) vouchers, The only way they can afford the hotel room is
because Patricia's son Doug, who works for a moving company, helps the'r
pay the renr. He helps as much as he can, but business has been ,lo* Lt.ly.

The family is a'rong the one and a half 
'rillion 

households in the united
States that poverry scholars Kathryn Edin and H. Luke shaefer (2016) call
the "poorest of the poor": households ge rting 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.13

Patricia and Saundra are pursuing the few viabre paths they see. Saundra
recently passed her GED exam. She hopes to enroll in crasses at the same for-
profit rechnical college as Leanne Armstrong, introduced ar the beginning of
the book, so that she can get certified as a medicar assisrant. In the ireantinie,
Patricia watches the kids in the hotel room whire saundra looks for a job.
They try their best ro supporr each other.

"Mia is real attached ro me, real close," paricia con6des. The kids have
lived with Patricia their whole lives, "She was crose 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." Bur at fifty-eight and with mobility
issues, Patricia finds it hard to take care of rwo active children. She rries to get
the kids out of the hotel at least a couple of times a week. They go downrown,
to the library or the post office. sometimes they visit friends on their old

Room ]05 . 23

srreer. Outings are infinitely more difficult without a car. Patricia has trouble

wrangling two kids onto the bus, wl"rich 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 spencls

a lot of tirne looking through help wanted ads on the internet and calling
people. Patricia tries her best to navigate the cornplicated rules for securing

long-term Section 8 housing, but she finds them difficult to understand.

As it is, they spend most of their time in the hotel room. Mia andJayden

pass rhe time by rnaking games our of climbing in and out of cardboard

boxes. Jayden rolls around on the beds, sometimes hiding his face as if playing
peekaboo. Mia likes to mimic the adults 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! Mana call you back. I'm not gonna keep

messingwith you. Bye, girl."

But without toys or space ro run around, the kids get bor.ed 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 cime dreaming

about when they will nove on to bigger and better dlings. But Patricia is also

grateful for what she has.

Mia and Jayden finish dreir pizza slices as the final round of Family Feud is
scarting. The host looks at his oversized index card and reads tl're question.
"Name something one is thankful for at Thanksgiving."

"Lifel' Patricia says to the TV.
The contestant answers, "Family!" and receiyes fifty-one points. Out of

one hundred people surveyed, fifty-one said that family is something co be

thanHul for at Thanksgiving. The host asks rhe next pe rson the same question.
Again, Patricia urges him to say "life."

It is a striking nloment, Maybe it's because without a job or a house, and
with few people she can depend on, there's 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'r marrer. To be alive is to appreciate life.
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DEEP ROOTS

Across town, Rae Donahue smiles as she opens the door to her
family's home. She and her husband, I(enny, 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 somerimes rhrows around a football with tl.reir
six-year-old son, Tyler, on the weekends.

Rae kicks offher shoes as she closes the door.. Her bare feet sink
into the white carpet in the living roor-n. 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-thirdes, Rae has a round face, clear br.own 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 Vneck black sweater. The sweater is loose but hints at a bulge
around her middle.

\fhen she tali<s, Rae's bright red and orange hoop earrings
shake and shimmy, giving her ourfit 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 overweightj'
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 elenlentary school, Rae remembers, thar she and her

sister started thinking, "I guess we are a little chunky." Thack and
dance helped Rae slim down in middle school, and she stayed what
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she calls "a decent size" throughout high scl"rool. As an adult, her fears about

being overweight have reemerged, It's been six years since she gave birth to
her son, and sl're is disappointed that she still hasn't lost the weight she gained

during pregnancY.

Becoming a mom offered Rae little sheltel fi'orn the harsh judgmenr

women face about their bodies. 'After Tyler was bom, I realized that he was

only eight pounds, and the other forty-two were mine to keep. I was like,

'Ifow! Reallyl?"' she says, poking fun at herselfi "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 chunlcyi'which only reinforced her concerns.

Sometimes, Rae can laugh about her struggles. But she admits ir's been

"emotionalj' and she doesn't fe el good about her current weight. "I would love

not to be overweight," she says. "I would love to be back like maybe at l4O

Ipounds], or something like that, and just healthy."

Rae's story is familiar to many nothers. 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 himi'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 becone increasingly all-

encompassing.l Even drough 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-

clurling health.2

But it's not just motherhood that makes it difficult for Rae to be healthy'

It's also her experiences as an upwardly mobile black woman and l'rer 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, "\7e moved to go to school-my husband

and l-for four years and then we came right backj' 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 tl,e schools

she attended were mosdy white. There were neyer more than three black kids
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in her classes in elementary school, as she remenbers 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 warching her.. As she
explains, "Like you definitely did^'t want to be in an advanced history class,
or advanced English or math class, and be the dumbest one in there."3 She
adds, "But definitely if all eyes are on you . . . you just kind of feel like you're
kind of being judged a little bit more, so, yeah, I did wanr to ki'd 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 mobirity-for
example, an increase in household income-brings health benefits for white
people, but nor for black people.a

Going to a historically black university for college was rransformative 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 A'rerican history
and culture. "r really loved iti' she recalls, smiling. "I broke out of my shell
and started going to different plays and lear'ing about history-r.eally being
engulfed in black histories and learning about differenr parrs ofthe culture
that I didn't know about."

At the same time Rae was acquiring a new sense of pride in black history
and culture, she began to distance herself from the soul food she grew up
eating, defining it as unhealthy.

college is a place where people often discover new ways of eating. Rae al-
ready knew rhere were diverse ways of eating; what she didn't realize was that
soul food has such a complei hisrory in black communities.

The term 'toul food" emerged in the early twentieth cenrury. It originally re-
ferred ro the black church and "feeding the soul."s However, rhe term didnt
take offuntil the 1960s; when soul food "became a rallying cry for black sol-
idarity," writes culinary historian Adrian Miller.6 civil rights acrivisrs and
soul food cooks proudly claimed that foods like chitlins, greens, and corn-
bread, which had been cooked by their ancesrors under incredibly adverse
circumstances, were symbols of their shared her.itage and a banner under
which blackpeople could unite politically,T

But the uniting power of soul food was short-live d. Long-standing de bates
and critiques of foods associated with African American culinary trad.itions
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reasserted themselves.s Echoing arguments made in the early 1900s by Booker

T. \Tashington 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.e Another

critique focused on the lrypocrisy of celebrating a cuisine that descended

from slave food.l0 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

rhem on a soul food diet."ll Class fissures also emerged, widr many upper-class

African Americans'tnubfbing] the cuisine as poor people's food."r2

Rae waded into these debates in college and came down on the side of
rhose 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

porato pie, Collard greensj' Rae says with an embarrassed laugh. Before she

went ro college, Rae didn't thlnk the foods her parents and grandparents

made were so bad. "My grandmother and grandfather didn't cook absolutely

healthyi' 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-beans, peas, you know, string beans-we

ate, And awhole bunch of fried fish, fi'ied chicken. Yeah. That's it' Fried meat

pretty much every night. Fatback. Stufflike that. A lot of us grew up eating

those things, and that's what we learned how to cook. Maybe it's a good thing

I wasn't in the kitchen when mon 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 generarion to

the next, but rather than viewing this continuity as a celebration of faniily

and community, she sees it as one way African Americatrs have embraced un-

healthy eating pracdces.

Taking on the perspective of an outsider, she says, "So from the outside

looking in, itt like, 'Why dont you just eat more broccoli ? Do you know how

to eat vegetables and fruit ?' It's-I guess it's kind of dlfficult to explain'"

As she struggles to convey how she can simultaneously love the foods of
her childhood and consider then unhealthy, Rae channels a collective black
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"we." "r07e want to be healthy. \7e want to know how to cook better', bur not
at the risk of starving or eating small tiny portions, or eating food that does

not taste good. You knoq 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

knowwhat? If you like fried chicken you should really try this recipe rhat

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 rhat are beloved by

both white and black people across the South-fried chicken, collard gre ens,

sweet potatoes, field peas, string beans*are rooted in the knowledge and

practices of enslaved black people ,t3 In Tbe Cooking Gene, calinary historian
Michael Twitty traces the story of African Anerican food "from Africa to
America, from slavery to freedom."la Slaves were fed corn, rice, and yams on

the months-long journey across rhe Atlantic.15 Those who survived the brutal
passage typically ate corn for their first meal after they arrived. Sweet potatoes

in the antebellum South replaced yams.r6 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,rT

Corn mush, field peas, okra, sweet potatoes, and greens were the foods

that literally allowed enslaved people-like Rae's ancestors-ro 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 lunchesj'sustained black travelers whenJim
Crow laws prohibite d then from buying food ar re staurants along their way. 18

In the 1950s, black cooks sold fried chicken and cakes to raise money for the

Montgomery Bus Boycott, when Rosa Parks and other blacks rook a stand

against racial segregation by refusing to moye to the back of the bus.te Fried

chicken, collards, and other emblematic foods of African Americans and of
tl're South are thus sources ofpride, sustenance, celebration, entrepreneurship,

and protest.

But Rae's conflicted feelings about the foods she associares with black cul-

ture and history are roored in long-standing and complex racial dynamics.

The vital contributions made by African Anerican chefs to the evolution of
food in the United States, and to rhe South in particular, have been almost
entirely overlooked, argues food writer Toni Tipton-Martin,20 Moreover, as

American Studies scholar Psyche 'S7'illiams-Forson notes, whites have long
used the foods associated with black culture ro perperuate racist stereotypes, as

when aJim 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, "Vell Fry Mah
Hide! , . . Ah'm Having Chicken for Brcakfast!"2r The postcard associared

fried chicken with a primitive and predatory black narur.e, a stereotype used

to discourage black-white relations and justify the violent reign of terror black

people were subjected to underJim Crow segregation laws.22

The cuisines associated with African American heritage and black chefs

have become more diverse since the 1980s, less tethered to "the narrow per-
spe ctiye that black food meant only pork parts, greens, and cornbre ad," argues

Tipton-Martin.23 But the debates that have played out throughour rhe rwen-
tieth century-whether soul food is a celebration of resilience or a symbol
of oppression, an important link to rhe past or a way African Americans ar.e

killing themselves in the present-keep resurfacing. "The food we have been

eadng for decades and decades has been killing us," black vegan chefJennd

Claiborne tells the -AIez York Times.za 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 because it offered a healthier
lunch menu. "One of their bigger selling points is their nutrition rhing," she

says. "Like they don't cook any pork, and they serve vegetables every single

day. Healthy snacks and stufflike that. So the nutrition parr was huge." Rae

also wanted Tyler to have a different school experience fronr the one she had

growing up. His classes are small, and most of the otl'rer 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 het 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 he althy me als at school. But she personally hasn't found

a model of good eadng for herself, Rae says the foods touted as healthy don't
look anything like those she ate growing up. Vhat she means is that they

don't look like the southern confort 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 tause

they seem like they know what they are doing, They're not going to tell me to
eat 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, rhe united States has yet to truly embrace
diverse definitions of healthy eating. The foods Rae ideniifies 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 e at stuffbe cause it's he althy or do you ear it tause itt good to
you? or do you make it good for you or what ?" Rae wonders. The oniy thing
she knows for cerrain isthat the foods she enjoyed in childhood aren,t healthf
she believes that these foods have contributed to the diabetes that runs in her
familr. "My aunt on my farher's side just got her leg cut offabout a month ago.
And she still eats 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, thatt what they died of. ftt not like they just had it and lost a limb.
They dled." Diabetes isn'r an issue on Kenny's side, but high cholesterol is.25

_ 
Yet, for Rae, earing "healthy" involves repranting her roots in a culture

where she is not convinced they will be nourished or thrive.

,' BY TH E BOOK
i-

From the road, the birth center doesn't look like anything special.
It's a squat brown building with a small parking lot out f.orrt, T1r.
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 cluttered with fliers advertising an array of parenting,
birth, and breastfeeding classes and support groups,

\Mhen it! time to give birth, women are artended by a midwife
in one of the three rooms on the first floor, each painted in soft
pastels. On the whole, the birth cenrer clientele tend to follow the
creed that rhe best intervention is no intervention, so they do most
of their laboring ar 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 cenrer has a warm, albeit low-budget, feel. The furni-
ture is quaint but outdated. The examination rooms are cramped
and the paint faded. Blood draws aredone in the back room, on a

padded medical chair with a frayed armresr. Yet many of the birth
center's clients are middle-class women who have chosen to give
birth here insread of optingfor the modern hospital down the road.

Marta Hern{ndez-Boynton is one of those women. Marta is a
calm, no-nonsense rype of person. Her athletic frame, short bob
haircut, and full eyebrows are congruenr 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 rhe 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 ar the hospital didn't
know anything about coaching women through a drug-fi'ee labor', and that
their monitoring policies would prevent her from being able ro move around
during the birth. Marta wanted to feel free while giving birth, or ar leasr nor
be forced to lie on her back, "loaded up with drugs." "I wanted a little more

of a natural birthi' she explains. She felt the birth center would give her the

security and control she sought,

Having a baby growing inside her felt fhscinating to Marta, and she took
the job seriously. ln preparation for motherhood, she made every effort to
"read the books," Prompted by a deepening sense of maternal lesponsibility,
Marta became nore conscious about what she ate.l Her burgeoning belief
that every bite of food could impact the baby intensified when the midwives

instructed her to keep a food diary for rhree days and bring it ro rhe next

check-up. This was routine pracrice, but ir made Malta feel self-conscious. She

suddenly felt guilty about rhe extra desserts she'd been earing. "So I would try
to think of the three days that I ate rhe best," Marra laughs, rememberingl'row
worried she was about whar the miclwives would say.

That was tl"re diary she presented to the midwife : the besr-case scenalio.
Afterward, because Marta wantecl hel practices to reflect wl'rat she had re-

ported, she decided to lay offthe desserts altogether. A couple of months later,

eyeing her chart, the midwife suggesrecl 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 appe ared 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 vasr array of advice to
choose from, much of it conf icting and almosr all of it suscepdble to change.

Nutrition advice has always reflected more rhan just scientific findings, and
tl"rat's because it is sl-raped by popular wisdom and current trends, which are

also constantly shifting. Following this advice can be harcl to pull ofi and

doing so on behalf ofyour children can be eyen more stressful.

By the Book . rr

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 pfotectiolls, and the rise of cultural narratives

stressing tl.re importance of parents pfotecting kids from risk, have led

morhels, especially, to "up" their parenting game.z And the rising expecta-

tions around motherhood include how (and what) we feed our children. It's

'or 
suficient to just get dinner on the table. On billboards and bus stops,

on television and in ntagazines, messages about how to best feed cl'rildren

and protect their health are everywhere. Buy organic. Avoid additives. Build

cl'rildrent food rePertoires.3

Being a good mother has long involved raising healthy children.a The

problern 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 consunters.5 The seemingly never-ending job of motherilg

includes navigating shifting expert advice on how to cultivate children's

healthy eating habits while minimizing their contact with harmful food

additives and chemicals,6 In this contexr, feeding children becomes a high-

stakes activity.

Marta moyed from Mexico to th€ United States after college, to get her

master's degree. she never inrended ro sray, 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 ro 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 progfan nanager at a local hos-

pital, andJames 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-srory house in a sub-

urban neighborhood.
,,\re're 

luclcyi' 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." \Zith
its rree-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 exrensive research that went into choosing the

house and locarion, however. They didn't end up in the neighborhood by

coincidence.T They wanted a house that had easy access to walking trails and

was close to a gfocery store, so thatt what they looked for. "'We wanted to be

able to walk to the grocery store, or bikej' she explains. "'W'e 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.
\7hile this was standard practice at the birth center, their friends and family
were shocked to learn that rhe 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. \ze got home and we slept really
well, all of us,"

other things didn't go so smoothly. Marta's forehead creases when she
recalls the early days of breastfe eding. It was excruciatinglypainful. "I was just
at a conference and we were talking about working with infants and toddlers
and breastfeeding," she says. 'And rhe woman who was giving the conference
was saying'\Vell, what I always say is that it doesn't hurt.'And I'm just like,
'I'm sorry. I just do nor 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 that just makes you feel horrible, like obviously I'm not doing
dris right. 'Cause with both of them lwas in pain."

To make matters worse, Marta's son sebastian was not gaining weight at
first, Marta tried to sray 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, Marra was determined to breastfeed her babies.s But
Marta's modrer had old-school beliefs about raising and feeding babies. she
didn't breastfeed Marta or any of her other childr.en.

A series of small clashes about feeding ensue d, "It was difficult," 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 whar we were choosing to do."

Pausing ro gather her thoughts, Marra adds, 'And we were definitely
like-we had read the books. Like with the breastfeeding, she did''t under-
stand that. She was always kind of questioning."

The books clid 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 everythinghe needs! Het 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 properly, so that's what she
did. "I waited until six months. And, of course, my mother was freaking our,
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like: 'Oh my God! You're waiting so long!' It was difficult . . . \fe wanted to
do it a certain way and she did not get it."

Marta believes rhar, in many ways, her parenting is a radical departur.e from
her own childhood in Mexico. sometimes she feels good about this, bur at
other times, she questions the legitimacy of doing things differently.

\7he' Martat mother was still staying with them, baby Sebastian gor a

fever. Marta and James preferred to wait and see. "I mean there is nothing
the doctor is going to do but send 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 middle
and I always felt like, Ani 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 himselfi she faces crit-
icism. Playing outside alone, even going to rhe store down the road on her
own, was an everyday part ofMarta's life growing up. "You know; we could go
out in the street and buy sornethingJ' she reminisces. "I don't ever remember
tliat being a big deal. It was like, 'Can I go buy some potato chips ?' Some adult
would say, 'Sure, go."'\fith that, Marta would zoom down the street with a

fistful of change, "So, I think rhere was a lor more freedom about that sruffin
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. Vhen children do go outside,
their parents guard them like hawks. One timi, seeing one of the neighbor
kids outside, Sebastian wandered over and asked ifhe wanted to play. Minures
later', the child's father walked oyer ro Marta's house, the two kids trailing
silently behind hirn. I7hen Marra 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 awalk in the neighborhood, But after the incident with the neighbor, she

was reluctant to let him do it again, for fear ofbeing judged a reckless mother..e

Some ofthe biggest differences between her own childhood and Sebasrian's

revolye around food. As a kid, Marta didn't eat junk food around the clock,
but she was mostly allowed to have ir whenever she wanred it. "One of the
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things I remember is thar my mom always had a candy bar in our lunchbox,',
she says with disapproval. "So, now, it's one of those things that I'm so careful
abour, wl'rat I put in my son's lunchbox." In the Herndndez-Boynton house-
hold, candy bars are contraband.

Marta often feels proud of the decisions she and James make around
feeding their family, but she sometin'€s questions herselC and she is some-
rimes quesrioned by others, for their hardline approach. \7hen sebastian was
four, he told Martat sister that she shouldn't eat ar McDonalcl's because 

..you

could have a heart attack if you eat there too much." she was mad, Marta
remembers. "My sister, she just thought I was way too healthy. she was like,
'okay, whatever. You have your four-year-old r-epeating this manrra."'Tb this,
Marta shot back: "It's fine, I want him to know the difference." But these
momenrs 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
memories of a past in which food was tasty and uncomplicated, and a modern
reality in which food seems contested and fraught. The places we shop, the
food we buy, and the way we preparc it all say something about who we are
as parenrs and citizens. Every food choice carries moral, ethical, and health
implications.r. But it can be hard to know what is good or bad, or right or
wrong, in today's shiftingfood and health landscape,

Marta is consrantly reading up about food and nutririon, \7he' her mother
was diagnosed with cancer, Marta turned to the research for solace and a sense
ofcontrol. "I srarred reading a book about things that you can do to sorr of
make your body not as prone to cancer," she exprains. "or at least keep it from
growing. And so that just.ki'd of opened up things. I was like,'well you
know, I probably should eat more broccoli. rze don't eat rhat much broccoli.'
And then I started being like, '\7ell, let's eat more broccoli, even if it's frozen,,
It's one step in the right direction."

Marta andJames ar€ especially motivated ro orient themselves in the right
direction since the birth of rheir children. But it's dificult, sometimes, ro
know what the right direction is. "I think it's harcl to be a parenr in generalj,
Marta muses. "Because everything l'ras changed so much with nutrition. Like
one day it's good to do this, and one other day, it's good to do that."

\Zhen rhe winds of nutritional science change, Marta tries to change
course' During her pregnancy, she ate the healthiest diet possible. But she

By the Book . rz

followed the midwife's advice whe' she suggested Marta wasn't gaining
enough weight and should indulge in some ice cream.

After sebasrian was born, Marta and James went back and forth about
whether to buy organic food. As drey came across more studies pointing to
the benefits oforganic food, theydecided to start buyingit.rrAndwhen Marta
read about the pink slime scandal at McDonald's, she immediately stopped
eating there.12'Apparently they've now removed it," she says. "But, that,s kind
of gross. I've never liked the chicken nuggers. I don't think drey taste good.
My son likes theni. 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 protesrs from her family. "My son hates that," she says.
"Now we try to do chick-fiI-A, because we sorr of feel like that tasres better.
And it does look like chicken. B't the kids don't like it as much because they
don't get a toy. So, there's like always this 6ghr about it, Sebastian wants ro go
to McDonald's. He says he prefers the food. But we know better."

It's a constant batde, trying to avoid the junk food and sugar that are

staples of the US (and Mexican) diet. Marta remains ever vigilant, yet shet
not fully confident shet doing enough. "I feel like we've given Sebastian good
enough messages," she says, "But I rhink ifwe weren't constantly offeringgood
choices, it would be really easy for him to just be like, '-ffell, 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 ar McDonald's, he still
likes to go there and is mad that Marta has struck it from their list of places to
eat on family yacarions.

ln the face of uncertainty and conflict, Marti goes by the book. Bur it isn't
easy. Following expert advice often requires charting unknown territory, with
no guarantee that things will rurn 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 heahhy, and yet our efforrs to do so

tend to yield less security and more worry.13
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A rickety white mailbox marks the turn into the dirt driveway
leading to rhe Richards' tan modular home. To the left is a re-
cently plowed field. A makeshift garden, hemmed in by a circle of
cinderblocks, struggles ro 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: "\7e hope you come as friends and
leave as family." Melanie Richards and her husband, Kevin, have

been renting the home for a litde 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 cheeks 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 refects on how rural the area is. Her neighbors on the right
have "been there since they were bornj' sl-re says. She has gradually
gotten used to hearing the sound ofgun shots piercing the weekend
silence. She thinks there's a local gun club rhat takes advantage of
the isolate d setting to get in some rarget pracrice on Saturdays.

Melanie's family can't really afibrd 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.t
Their modest house accommodates all five of them: Melanie,

Kevin, the two kids, and Melanie'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.

Hurtful Words . rg

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.'V7'ithin 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 exrra income, but this is increasingly rare.

Livingwith 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 contribure ro an overall air of fatigue and resignation. He is prone to
bouts of depression and anger. If someone casually asks Kevin how he 's doing,
he's apt to answer, "Oh, good, I guess." After a pause, he'll add, "Except for we
gor a rruck that don't run, a car that don't run, and I ain't workini 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 we re the toughest they d
ever been.

"Since we found out about her is pretty much when we started getting
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, rVhen she

describes her daily life, Melanie is clear-headed and practical. It's a struggle
sometimes, but theyget by, with God's help.

"I think we do pretty well with the money we have," she says. "'We have a

decent house. \7e have a crappy car. rVe'ye had to lose a lot. You have to learn
to be l'rumble when you have a disease. \fle 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. I7e have, you know-the kids have Christmas every year. They
have the food they need. . . . I7e'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 crearur€s are beaudful and that our bodies are gifts from
God. But it's not always easy 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.2 And, like many women,
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she's experienced a lot of attention toward her body over her lifetime. SI"re has

been ridiculed for her weight ever since she was yourlg,
"In fourth grade, one gid told me that I would be absolutely beautiful

if I weren't so heavyJ' 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 happyJ'

Her parencs 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 heary'. Her older brother and sisrer 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, oyerearing, and more
self-loathing.3

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 Atkins
Diet for a while. She binges. Like for monrhs she'll eat a bunch ofjunk and
she'll go, 'Oh I feel terible. I look like crap. I look so fat. Blah, blah, blah.'
And then she'll decide that she's not earing bur once a day. Or she's not earing
certain things."

Her mom has an unhealthy view of her body, according to Melanie, "My
monr, 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 thar, do you re-

alize what the children hear? They hear that they should care abour that roo,
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 justJudy she's gotten these me ssages 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, rhinking back to her
first pregnancy. "He said, 'You shouldn't ger pregnant when you're this heavy.
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It's like asking a little small Toyora pick-up truck to pull a house.' He was

hateful. He almost indicated that I should nor have rhe baby, because I'm just
going to kill ir with being too fat."

In an effort to defend herself from others'rhoughtless commenrs, Melanie
built up a wall around herselfi "I guess in my mind it was easier to not talk to
people and shut them outi' she says. "Because my feelings were very tender and
I was easily wounded. It was much easier just to sray aloof, so they couldn't
hurt me, as opposed to give them a chance, you know?"

But that moment in the doctor's ofice stayed with Melanie. She wanted
desperately forJustin, her firstborn, to start offon the right foot. Thying to get
things right, Melanie did a lot of reading during her pregnancy, just like Marta
Herndndez-Boynton. And like Marta, she committed herself to breastfeeding

her children.
"I'm a very knowledge-hungry personi' Melanie says with an uncharacter-

istic hint ofpride, "So es soon as you start having a babyyou read everything

that's available out there. I was in college et the time, so I had already had

some child development classes where they talked about it fbreastfeeding].
And so I automatically knew that that was much more beneficial than for-
mula. I honestly wonde r if a lot of the obesity that we 're seeing in our children
hasn't come fron 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 recommended.a

"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, likel can't imagine getting up at night to make a bottle,

Like my sister-in-law. I 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 reesons 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 welazy? Are we committed to health or
do we not care ?

rw'hen people are thin, ir's assumed that they watch their weight and
care about their health. But thin people-especially women-shouldnt be
too thin or too yain, and they shouldn't be too controlling or care too much
about food or weight, either'.5 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,6

Americans have gotten larger over the last three decades, and as our
collective waistlines have expanded, the stigma around fat has intensified.T
In the face ofevidence that children have also gorren biggea artention has
turne d to their parents. lVhat are they doing wrong ?

The message that parcnts are mostly responsible for theirkids'eatinghabits
and body sizes-and to blame for things like childhood obesity, disordered
eating, and poor body iniage-is widespread.8 Meranie thinks her own up-
bringingplayed a big role in her battles with her weight and body image, and
she wants better for her children.

"Havinggrown up always overweight, I have always tried to be carefulwith
my children, making sure that they're eating propedy,' Melanie says. "\Ve'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 rast year, she bought a
small above-ground swimming pool and playset. She wants the kids to have a
fun place to get exercise outside.

YetJustin 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, mosr of the boys in his class
are well ahead of him. Andnot long ago, Melanie got the news thatJade had
gained more weight than she should have.

sometimes Melanie feels like her past is destined to haunt her. Justin is being
teased at school about his weight just like she was. prompted by other kids'
comments about his body, he recently declared he needs to lose weight.

Melanie is unsure of how ro helpJustin be hearthy, on the one hand, and
also maintain his self-esteem, on the other. The self-loathing she,s struggled
with all her life is something she earnestly wanrs ro help Justin avoid. she
acknowledges that he is 'probably nor as acrive as he could be " and wishes he
would add more vegetables to his diet, so she tries ro conyey messages about
eating better and being active. At the same time, Melanie feels strongly that
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just becauseJustin doesn't like vegetables or can'r do a sit-up, that "doesn't de-
fine who he is." 'And it doesn't define what we can do]' she says, stressing the
last three words.

Melanie is caught betwe en the widespread belief that tlere are universal
standards for health that everyone should achieve, and her commitnrenr ro
se eing her child for all of his positive qualities.

She believes that it is important to take care of our bodies, roo, because

they are gifts from God. "Itt more of a stewardship, a care of the spaceship

God has given us to live in until we die," she explains. "'W'e should take care of
the body that we have, so it's healthy for as long as possible."

At the same rime, 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 wirh her body is also a concern. "I hate that girls
think they have to be the thinnest or the lightest," Melanie reflecrs. "They
don't realize that most of the pictures they see fin magazines] are of
people who are unnaturally thin. \7e expect a grown \Moman to look like
a twelve-year-old. That's our image of a he althy 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

ofvery thin . . ." she trails off It's a topic she is passionate abour. 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.e Melanie
tries to temper these comments by emphasizing toJade that it's what's on dre

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, 'rVell, 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 I 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 involyed with
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raising healthy, happy children.r' The expectarion ro raise both emodonally
and physically healthy kids, though, can sometimes put mothers in a double
bind, especially when kids' bodies deviate from the norm. If a child srarts to
get heavy, does Mom say something? Is it dangerous or unhearthy ro pur roo
much emphasis on a child's weight? As Melanie does, many modrers rry ro
find a middle ground, avoiding hunful words and emphasizing to their chil-
dren thar they are unique and valued, regardless oftheir size.I

\fhen it comes to her own body, however, Melanie hasnt managed to
internalize the belief that all of God's creation is beautiful. \zhen she talks
about her appearance, she is besieged by memories of being ridiculed for her
weight and a lifedme ofguilt and shame around food.

Looking at photos of her younger self, Melanie can now say that she was
beautiful, that she wasnt as heavy as she imagined. Bur Melanie has a hard
time cutting her adult self any slack. "Too bad I'm not beautiful nowj' she says.
"I should be happy with how I am, and how God made me." But she's nor.

2 MAKE TIM E 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.

-M I cHAE L po LLAN, food writer, in Cooked (2013)

Food reformers tell us that it's time ro rerurn 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
rhythm 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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CHAPTER 2

1. skipping meals or substituting sugary drinks like sodas for meals is a common
srrategy low-income women use to tfy to mirigare the negative impacr of foocl
shortages on other farnily members (Chen ZOt6; filiort 

"rrJBo*.n 20lg; M*.ti,,
a'd Lipperc 2012; olson 2005). See chaprer 13 for a more in-depth discussio'of
how families facing food insecurity cope.

2' A wide variety ofgreens are earen in the Soudr, but rhe most typicar sour food greens
include cabbage, collards, kare, mustard greens, and ru.nip g...rr, (Miiler 2013).

3. A substantial body ofresearch demonstrates thar the dearh ofa roved one duri'g
childhood and adolescence is rraumaric and can have lasri'g effects on a person,s
physical healdr and emorional welr-being. African Americans are ,no.. Iik ly ro .*-
perience early and more frequenr exposure to death than orher racial-ethnic g.oups
(see Umberson 2017 for a review of this literature).

4. The history here comes from Carroll (2013).
5' carroll (2013:57). Fears around changes in famiry eatingpatte.rs expressed by

cunningha'r and orhers in the rg00spoint to a commonprocesswherebyindividuals
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in positions to itrflucnce others, sometirnes known as moral entrePreneurs' use

.h",-,g., in how people live to decry the nroderr.r worlcl' warn of wrack and ruin to

comJ an.l harken back to a better, sir-npler timc (on moral entrepfeneurs' sec Beckcr

1963; onromanticizing the "traditional" family' sce Coontz 1992)'

6. Carroll (z0l!77).

7. As summarizcd by Musick and Meier (2012), a large body of literaturc finds that

childrcn wl.ro share meals with their parents score bettcr on a range of indicators of

wcll-being. Similarly, Musick and Meier find "strong bivariate associations" between

fr.qu.n.f of family meals ancl several indicators of well-being among adolescents.

Ho*.u"., after controlling for other factors (e.g., quality of family relationships,

morhers' ernploymcnt status), the associations be cween family meals and well-being

weakenecl significandy' See also discussior.r in Chapter 9'

8. A nationally representative National Public Radio (NPR) poll of US housel'roids

wirh children finds that even though families rank the fan.rily meal "as a high pri-

ority, about half of childrcn live in a home wlrere, on a given rright, families dorr't

sit down togethcr to ear or share the same food." vhen families do eat together,

the n-reals last on average eight minutes' Moreover' "about a quarter of children

surveyecl live in hotneswhere-on a given night-the TV is on' or sorneone is using

an electronic device" (Aubrcy 2013: n'p')'

9. On types of home cooking, see 'Wolfson and Bleich (2015)' Although Americans

-ny no, eat togcther., 
'l.'Jth 

as they'c{ like' when asiced how often they eat dinner

tog.th.,*,"f"--ily,slighdymorethanhalfreportdoingsoatleastsixniglrtsaweelr
(Slacl 2013; see also N.*'ll"'l et ai' 2015)' Analyzing data from thc US National

Health and Nucrition Examinatiou survey 2007-2010, Newrnan and colleagues

(2015)findthatiow.incorrrehouseholdsafenostlikelytoreporteatingfi.equerrt

familynreals.TlreAmericanCorrrrnurritySurveyalsorevealsthatlowerinconre
houseLolds ear rogether ac home more often rhan higher income ones (as reporced

in Bcst 2017).

l0.onhowoftenAr.rrericanfanrilieseatou!'seeZagorskyandSmith(2017b).
Althoughglossynrediaimagesoffanriliesgatherirrgaroundthetableoftende;lict
midclle-class families, 

" 't'iy 
that videoed thirty-two middle-class households for

a week concluded that coming togethcr around che dinner table was a rare event iu

these homes (ochs and r..ro".r-s.-"dlik 2013)' Middle-class families feel pressed for

tin.re amid the competing obligations of work, extracnrricuiar activities, and home

(Best 2017; go.hr.-l-,ild iSgZ,iOlZrOchs and Kre'rer-Sadlik 2013) while working-

class and poor famiiies are more likely to center their time arour.rd family (Edin and

Lein 1997;Lareau 2011; Roy and Burto n2007; Stack 1974) '

11.\riththenrajorityofthepoorspendirrgoverhalftheirinconreonhousing,
foreclosuresandevictionsarenruchmorecomfnoncodaythantheyusedtobe,arrd

evicrions are proEtable for lancilords (Desmond 2016). In 2018, sociologist Matt

DesmorrdandhistearrrlauncheddreEvictionLab,anationaldatabaseofeviction
records.Theyfoundthac3.Tgoutofeveryl00renterhonresinRaleighareevicted

t
i



each year, conpared @ rt.44 our o.every 100 renter homes i' 
'earby 

Richmond,
virginia' one of rhe top evicri'g citics. Bur even wirh thi, .onrpar"biy low rate,
rhere were 3,322 evictions i' Rareigh i^ 2016,o1 9.r households evicted every clay.
See https://evictionlab.org/.

12. The Vashingtons'combined nlonrhly rent for rl.teg270/week room is over gI,000,
which isn't cheap and is close to whar chey would pay co rent a home. But renting ahome requires money up front, money they don'r have. Being evicted has arso hurt
their rental prospe*s, by limidng dre nurnber of landrords iilirrg ro rent to rhenr
(Desmond 2016). There arc many hidde' cosrs of being poor (Eirenreich 200r).
Paying weekly rent for. a hoter room thar adc{s op ,o .bou, what rhe family wourd
pay ro rent a horne wirh a kitchen and separate bedrooms is one of rhose costs.

13' Edi' a'd Shaefer (zot6) nore rhat in 2011, about one out of every rwenry-five
households wirh children in rhe united Sraces reported a cash income of less rhan
$2-per person per day. The n'mber has more rhan doubled since the 1996 welfare
reform.
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CHAPTER 3

I' since Hays (1996) coined the rerm "inrensive mothering,,, researchers have
documented the rarnping-up of motheri'g in the mode', .i" (r.., for exa'rple,
Blair-Loy 2003; BIum 2016; MacKendrick 20lg; Nelson 2010; Reich 2016). parents
today invest more money in and spencl more active time with their children than
did parents in previous de cades (currid-Halke *,2017 iKornrich a'd Furstenbcrg,
2013; Sayea Bia'chi, a'd Robinson, 2004). Dow (2016), howevcr, argues rhat
middle-class black mothers do nor Privirege intcnsive forms of moth.ri'gl1.,rr.a.{,
they create an afternarive form of mothering rhat intcgrares motherhood wish enr-
ployment, financial self-reriance, a'cr kin ard community he$ with chilcrcarc. Rae
Donahue's description of motheri'g as an ail-encompassi'g priority is rcfrectivc of
dominant c'ltural messages around mothering, uut aim..ii curtural expecrarirxrs
about motherhood hold prominence i' ,on,. tl".k .on muniries.

2' Sonre research suggests thac parents in thc Unitccl Srares experience rhe inte'sivc
pressures ofparendrood to an even greater degrec chan do parents in similar nalions,
like canada or dre U'ited Kingdom. Sociologisr Jennifer Glass ancr her coilcagues
(zot6) argue that rhis is because parenrs in tie Unired Srares don,t have the sanrc
kinds of "farnily policy packages" found in other counrries, which make ir easier to
balance the denrands ofparenthood. See Chapcer 2g.

3. In many public schoors in the Unired Srates, exceili'g academicaily is associared
with middle-class white srudenrs, 

'ot brack or Latinola students (Downey 200g;
Fordham and ogbu 1986). By saying she stood our by raki'g advan..d, .ort.g.-u".k
coursework, Rae, a black woman, hints at trese racialized dlnamics 

"r,d 
,r".Joryp.r.

4' African Americans who experience upward mobiriry arc nlore likery, compared
to nonmobile African Americans, ro reporr "acure and chronic disirirninadon,,

.t
l
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(Colen et al. 2018: 167).Incontrast, upwardly mobile whites report lcss discrim-

ir,"cion than nonmobile white peoPle, colen et al. (2018) find that c{ifferential ex-

posure ro unfair treatment helps explain a substantial proportion of the black-white

jap in self-reporred hcalth among their sample of upwardly mobile adults.

5. ii.l..n American cuisine has gone by several names since \fest Africans arrived in

what is now the southe rn United States, including "slave food, the n.raster's leftove rs,

southern food, country cooking, clown home cooking, Negro foodl' ald soul food

(Miller 2013t9)'

6. Miller (2013: 5l),

7. Miller (2013: 51). As an example of the soul fbod ethos, Miller cites The tlfican

,4ruerican Cookbook author Helen Mendes, who wrote: "Soul food unites Africarr

Americans not only with their people's hist<lry, but with their contemporary Black

brothers and sisters around the world. Food is a symbol of love" (as ciced in Millcr

2013: 51). Miller attributes the political legacy of soul food to a position paper

published by the sNCC in l966.See alsoJensen lvallach (2014); Sharyless (zotl3);

\7im (2004),

8..Mrller (20t3).

9.|nlg0T,BookerT.Vashingtoncriticizedpeoplewhosubsistedprirnarilyon..grits,
meat Imeaningpork], co.n b,ead.', He urged black southerrrers to 

..throw offthe old

habit and not grow into the slavery ofusing a certain thir-rg on the table becausc it

has been usecl that way generation after generation" (as cited in Jensen 
'wallach and

Sharpless2015:|69)'D-.,Boi,*.o..irrlglSchatthe..deceicfulporkcho;lnrustbe
dechronecl in the South and yield a part of its sway to vegetables, fruits, and fish" (as

cited inJensen \Tallach and Sharpless 2015:169)'

10. Black nationalists arguecl "that eating soul food internalizes notions ofwhite supe-

rioricy that the masrer pu.pos"fuly]oisted upo^ the enslaved" (Miller ZAp.. 52).

Elijah Muham-"d, l.ri.t of the Nation of Islam (NOI)' was an outspoken advocate

of 
" 

,'r.gi-"nte d, cultural nationalisc diet" thac forbade the consumption of pork'

collardandturnipgreens,cornbread,anc{sweetpotatoes(Jensen\7allach2014;see

alsoWitt2004)'Nolteachingshadaninfuencebeyorrdacdvenrembers(Jensen
lyallach Z0l4). A1979 survey if white and black southerners found that they had

sinrilar diets, buc that black resporrdents were more likely than white respondents to

label'orka'unhealthyfood(Fttrg.rald lgTg,asciredinJensen\(allach2014).

11, Gregory (1973, ascited in Jensen 
rJfallach 2014)' Gregory advocated a fruitarian'

raw-foods diet.

12. Miller (2OI3t 53).To the conrrary, however, some activists decried soul food as a

facl being pushed by the black middle class. In 1965, Black Panther activist Eldridge

cleaver wrore that "the emphasis on soul food is counter-revolutionary black bour-

geois ideology" (as cited in Miller 2013: 53)'

13, iipro,",-Martin (zor5) ; Twitty (2017) ; 
lWilliarns-Forson (2006)'

14. Twircy (2017).

15. Harris (2011).



246 . Notes to pages 2g_30

16. yarns are native
"vams" ro..*.;"?13:l,T::":: :l:Y''*o 

srares, some sraves usecr d1e rern'
renrinded drem

vams"-in."rr,,,lu''"'i:;;"'t*It:.3iJi'J'Hi;T:1ff ffi ;|i
.- : il '.' '-r"J;ili;::ir[X:*il::'"',',H: 

rwi,,vioiiN",,r' c"."rin]
17' Tw'*v (2017) notes *", ot iuui, u *.. iiil", for an ensraved person ro own his orffi ll;il::ff ,:,J#[1*#i:,,*,0i",',,"*;#ilil,andnra'y

slaves werc gven ,p".ial privileges ,o ,"ll .ht"t' 
Accordi'g to Millcr /20-13), sonre

, ^ ,lf-"1 
*"'" ni tong., .ut. to work in ch" fi.rdrtt 

ens and eggs in nearby towns, orce
t8' r/itiams-Fo"onlzoo6; .rrr., ,h.;;;i1", 

"uou, 
.hi.ken a'd African American

ir:.jf ,iJI. yi "r r,** r,*.-.i." I *" r_r., *J .;;; ; ;;.llo,rp.,, 
u u,

.^ throughourhurory.o 

an object of self-expression and *ruor.. i, ill.t *on.n,
19. Edge (2017).
20. Referringtoadveni

figur. i,,-rouri";;l:tt"t" 
trAuntJenrimaPancake 

rnix and thc mychicar nranrmy
sub,re n r essage ;;, :::il:: ;i: j:ru: 

;i,.1;;' 
*r, rip,"".v, *ii i, 0,, r, ** .

Mardn'sanarvsisor160cookbo"u'",r,....iilriil:ilr'*#:;1?.:*rr,,r";
to 2010 ainrs ro "break the Jenr,n,..ri"ln,*"iqh!s rhe skiJl, ,ophirri..tion, nrt_
isrry, and diversitv 

"x.mpli6.d b;rd#.,lrn ,n.,, o,rn.r.
" Xffii:;:.#rn rui n" 0.,,.*a;;;, in rhe texr and others rike it can

arrican/4-iltil:i#H,HTK:IH::;;,Y#",,.ni.#l'versi,y/
22. Collins (2000) ; \rlZillianrs_Forson 

(20 06)23' Tipcon-Marun (2015) '""' ;;;;:;, i"J'ruror, brack cookbook authors rried to;Tfi:,::.;:"ff tio'. bctw.een,;r;; fi pove*y food by*.,,i.".u,r,r,.

^ . 
cleepeningitwirhAfri 

pride of rhe black power movement, embellishing a'<J
24. s"uirron"(oii;"' '""ttn foods' celebracions, ancl practices." 

z --'rvw'rJrr

25. A common refrain among rhe African Amerjcans

:: " 
tt:"tg." o' black peopre 's healch. fiil.;.-e 

tnterviewed was that soul food

;i:, il l *'* :l HT "" 
For exa n,' r e, 

" 
;,;'.T ily.ffi :'r: H :i:: :illl

wea.rch disenfr.n.t.,,r"nrotlfle 
historically and sdll ,"0., .r.",1",., ,1,."n-,. *,

ffi ru*t*#i*..;j,ffi ffit j*,,'},'13!iI#i';:1I.ffi:;
et at. 20071). Arr of the,e .ffi;;::::'1"]::n'"'l'"": called microaggressions 

[Sue

;.:ru#;rxil_ilT:'":: H il::::fi iI H il* ifl :t*:,*;
ourcomes on rhe diers o;inrina.tion 

on healrh (Sullivan 2015). Blamingpoorhealth
s tru c turar .n.1 i,, r".p..,.o,iiil:'ffj:T,i.T ;\i ;JT 

or shiliin g 0,""1ffi o"''
' fashion, arributing high rates

t
,
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ofcertain diseases, such as diabetes, to a race-based genetic predisposition ignores
the social causes of health problems (G6r'rez a'd L6pez 2013; Montoya 20ll;
I{oberts 2010).

CHAPTER 4

l. Like Marta, many women intensify their self-rnonitoring practices around foocl
duringpregnancy (MacKcndrick2010,2014; \7arin et al.2012). Ancl these expecra-
tions are growing. Public health messages in the United Srates increasingly pre ssure
women ro prepare their boclies for modrerl"rood and a healthy gestarion far in acl_

vance ofan actual pregnancy (\Taggoner 2017).

2. cooper (2014) argues rhat economic, political, and social shifts that started i' rhe
1970s have transformed the way An.rericans go about crearing security in their lives.
In a contexr of economic insecurity, parenrs worry that their children will not be
better off tha' they were (Pugh 2015). I'adequate regulation of rhe environment
and food sysren, fears about bad parenting, ar.rd the rise of a "corrage industry"
of advice books for anxious parenrs, have fostered the sense drat children are con-
'stantly at risk and in need of aduh supervision (Rutherford 20ll) and protecrion
(MacKendrick 2018; Waggon er 2017).

3. Pregnant wornen are encouraged to take individual responsibility over managing
the risk of ingesting harmful subsrances by making safe purchases and avoicli'g
chernicals, according to MacKe'drick (2010, 2018), which she calls "precautionary

consumption."

4. Cairns andJohnston (ZOt5); tuptort(1996).
5. Apple (2006) argues in Perfect Motberhood that mothers are tasked with becoming

the experts on their own children, a job that involves sifting through conflicting
advice about how best ro raise children, trying out different strategies, and man-
aging the inevitable anxiety thar comes along with attempting to get ir right. See

also Cairns er al. (2013); MacKendrick (2018); Reich (2016).

6. See MacKerldrick (2018) for a discussion of how middle- and upper-class morhers,

in particular, engage in "precautionary consumption" in order to gain a sense of
conrrol in a context in which they do nor trusr the way their food is produced or
how ir is regulated. See \Taggoner (ZOt7) for ananalysis ofpublic heahh campaigns

around risk and health that target pre-pregnant wonren.

7. Lareau (2014) found that mic{dle-class parenrs had "mental maps" that shaped the
neighborhoods they considerecl. They eliminated lower-income areas and relied on
social networks ro share informarion about communities, limiting the scope of their
search.

8. Breastfeeding rates are higher arnong middle-class mothers than among poor
and working-class rnothers. In general, as income and education increase, so do
breasrfeeding rates. \7hile a high percentage (7Z.9olo) of morhers with a high school

degree report having breastfed, the percentage is much higher (9To/o) for college
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gradttates' Mothers with higher levels of education also tend to breastfeed longer.
For example, while 40.9 percenr of moclrers wirh a high school <Iegree report
breasrfeeding until dre 6-month mark, this number is markedly high er (72.5o/o) for
mothers who graduated from college. On the pressures and challenges nricldle-class
women experience related ro breastfeeding, sce Aflerback et al. (2013) and Avishai
(2007).

9. Rutherford (2011) argues that as middle-class children have gained more privare
freedoms within their nuclcar families (for example, by being given choices and
having dreir viewpoints taken into consideration), their public freedoms have
eroded. Fewer children are allowec{ to roarn neighborhood streers, catch the school
bus on dreir own, or run down to rhe corner srore ro buy milk for dre family. See
also Lareau (2011) on dre ways middle-class chirdren are heavily supcrvised by
adults.

10, cairns et al. (2013); cairns andJohnston (2015); MacKendrick (z0lg); vaggoner
(2017); 'Warin et al. (zotz),

ll. organic food sales toraled arou'cl $47 biliion in20l6,more rha' doublingsince
2007 (orA 2017). Despite rhe rising popularicy of orga'ic foods, a review article
finds rhar while consuming organic foods may reduce exposure ro pesricide resiclues
and ancibiotic-resistant bactcria, evidence that rhey are more nutricious tha.n 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 ro re duce the fat content of meat. McDonaldt removed pink slime from
its burgers in January 2012 after che Bricish chefJamie oliver red a campaign agai'st
it (Annable 2012) and a few mo'ths before ABC aired an exposd about its use in the
beefindusrry.

13. Crawford (2006).

CHAPTER 5

1. Melanie also checked online before they moved co the area to confirm that no one
nearby was a sex offender. on parents' fcars abour sex offenders and efforts to pro-
tect their children from sexual hazards, see Elliott (Z0lZ).

2. Body dissatisfaction is presenr i' women of all ages, and across the life span, al_

though there's some evidence chat body dissatisfaction crecreases as women 
"g.; 

bor
middle-aged women and obese wornen are most likely to reporr dissadsfacrion with
their bodies, preferring a body rhat is leaner/slimmer (Runfola e t aI. z0l3).

3. In a srudy rhat followed people over a fifteen-year period, puhl and collcagues
(zotz) found that people who experience wcight-based reasing (i.e., who were fat-
shamed) as children are more likely to be obese as adults, especiallywomen. Further
studies are needed to examine how individuals internalize shame around weighr
and what the consequences are for future weight-related ourcomes and body image
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(see also Lupton 2012; Puhl and Heuer 200 9'2010; Throo;r et al' 2014)' Fat stigma

h", lorrg.*irr.d in the United States' but fatness has only been linked to ideas about

healtl-r fairly recently (Farrell 2011)'

4. The \World Health Organization and thc American Acadenry of Pediatrics recom-

mend thar women exclusively breastfeed for at least six months, Sce http://www.

who,int/topics/breasrfeeding/en/ andhttps://www2.aap.org/breastfcecling/

f"qrbr."rrf..ding.html. For a discussion of the breastfeeding challc[ges faced by

th. poo. 
"nd 

*o.king-.1"r. mothers in our study, see Hardison-Moody et al' (2018)'

S. i"ir", arld Johtlsto,i (2015) use the term "calibration" to refer to thc process by

which wornen position themselves as "reasonable, informed, ancl moderate" in

terms of how they eat, shop, and feed children'

6. Saguy (2013) argues that similar frames are often used to describe poor people and

oul.*.ight p.opl.. In both cases' inclividuals are blamed for their failure to take

.ontrol l, r.sponsibllity for their situarion. Given that rates of obesity are higher

among the p*, 
",,d 

pe opl" of tolor' individual blame serves to re inforce exiscirlg

race and class hierarchio. s.. 
"iro 

Boero (2012); Guthman (2011)i Kwan and

Graves (2013); Strings (2015)'

T. According to th. Ct"ttt' for Disease Control and Prevention' 37'g percent of US

adults are obese (a body-mass inclex [BMI] of 30 or above) and 20'6 percent of US

children ages 12-19 
"." 

obt" (CDC 2017b)' As noted in Chapter 1' rates of obe-

sity have doubled 
"n'ong ".1.,1ts 

arrd triple<l among children since 
-tlre 

1980s (Segal

er'a].2017).Regarding tie totial consffucdon of the "obesity epidemici' see Boero

(2olz); Guthman (zoll); and Saguy (2013)'

8,Mothersareoftenblamedforchildhoodobesity(Boero2007;Saguy2ol3;W'right
et al' 2015)' A 20ll antichildhood obesity campaign in Georgia' for example'

createcl billboards and public service announcemenr videos implying that n.rothers

madechildrenf"tbyfeedi',gthembigmealsanclchatmotherswereacceptingof
childrent bigger bodY sizes'

g.Acommonthemeinourinterviewsandobservationswastheattentionpeople

pay to girls' and women's apPearances' From catcalls to casual comments' the fe-

male body i, .ou,i'''tlf tt'b;tt * appraisal (Bordo 2004; Evans and Riley 2014)'

conveying the ,t.,.rr"g. 'h"'*o^tni 
u"lue lies in their looks (Young 2005)'

to. See Haysl lgg6) on liow protecting children's self-esteem l'ras become an imperacive

of mothering.

11, Elliott and Bowen (2018)'

CHAPTER 6

l, A, coyoteis a borcler-crossing guide' a person hired to transport people over the

border into ,t. urri,.i St"tti'tto"ing'l-'e border is expensive and risky' and it has

becomeriskierinrecentyears'""tt'ul'oftheterroristattacksofSeptemberll'
2001, and the increased militarizadon of the border (Holmes 2013)'




