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CHAPTER 1:

Likes and Dislikes

Every man carries within him a world, which is composed of all that he has seen and loved, and to which he constantly returns, even when he is travelling through, and seems to be living in, some different world.

FRANÇOIS-RENÉ DE CHATEAUBRIAND, Travels in Italy, 1828

‘He won’t eat anything but cornflakes,’ complained the mother of a boy I used to know. Breakfast, lunch or dinner – always a bowl of cornflakes and milk. Even at other people’s houses, this boy made no concessions. To his mother, his extreme diet was a source of worry and exasperation. To the rest of us, he was a fascinating case study. Secretly, I was slightly in awe of him; my sister and I would never have dared be so fussy. To look at, you wouldn’t know there was anything different about this kid: scruffy blond hair, big grin, neither unduly skinny nor chubby. He was not socially withdrawn or difficult in any other way. Where did it come from, this bizarre cornflake fixation? It just seemed to be part of his personality, something no one could do anything about.

Whether you are a child or a parent, the question of ‘likes and dislikes’ is one of the great mysteries. Human tastes are astonishingly diverse, and can be mulishly stubborn. Even within the same family, likes vary dramatically from person to person. Some prefer the components of a meal to be served separate and unsullied, with nothing touching; others can only fully enjoy them when the flavours mingle in a pot. There is no such thing as a food that will please everyone. My oldest child – a contrarian – doesn’t like chocolate; my youngest – a conformist – adores it. It’s hard to say how much of this has to do with chocolate actually tasting different to each of them and how much it has to do with the social pay-off you get from being the person who either likes or loathes something so central to the surrounding culture. The one who loves chocolate gets the reward of enjoying something that almost everyone agrees is a treat. And he gets a lot of treats. The one who doesn’t like chocolate gets fewer sweets, but what he does get is the thrill of surprising people with his oddball tastes. He fills the chocolate-shaped void with liquorice.

Yet my chocolate-hating boy will happily consume pieces of chocolate if they are buried in a cookie or melted in a mug of hot cocoa. One of the many puzzles about likes and dislikes is how they change depending on the context. As the psychologist Paul Rozin says: ‘to say one likes lobster does not mean that one likes it for breakfast or smothered in whipped cream.’1 Different meals, different times of day and different locations can all make the same food or drink seem either desirable or not. Call it the retsina effect: that resinated white wine that is so refreshing when sipped on a Greek island tastes of paint-stripper back home in the rain. It’s also worth remembering that when we say we like this or that, though we use the same words, we are often not talking about the same thing. You may think you hate ‘mango’ because you have only ever tasted the fibrous, sour-yellow kind. When I say I adore it, I am thinking of a ripe Alphonso mango from India, brimming with orange juice and so fragrant you could bottle it and use it for perfume.

The foods we eat the most are not always the ones we like the most. In 1996 the psychologist Kent Berridge changed the way that many neuroscientists thought about eating when he introduced a distinction between ‘wanting’ (the motivation to eat something) and ‘liking’ (the pleasure that the food actually gives).2 Berridge found that ‘wanting’ or craving was neurally as well as psychologically distinct from ‘liking’. Whereas the zone of the brain that controls our motivation to eat stretches across the entire nucleus accumbens, the sections of the brain that give us pleasure when we eat occupy smaller ‘hotspots’ within this same area. For Berridge, this discovery offers a fruitful way for thinking about some of the ‘disorders of desire’ that bedevil humans. For example, binge eating may – like other addictive behaviours – be associated with ‘excessive wanting without commensurate “liking”’.3 You may feel a potent drive to purchase an extra-large portion of cheesy Nachos even though the pleasure they deliver when you actually consume them is much less potent than you expected. Indeed, binge eaters often report that the foods they crave do not even taste good when they are eating them: the desire is greater than the enjoyment.

However, several neuroscientists have pointed out in response to Berridge that liking and wanting remain ‘highly entangled’.4 Berridge himself admits that there is strong evidence that if you reduce the amount a food is liked, the consequence is that it is also wanted less.5 Even if our craved foods do not make us as happy as we hope they will, the reason that we crave them in the first place is because we once loved them.6 Like drug addicts, we are chasing a remembered high. Our ‘likes’ thus remain a central motivating force in shaping how and what we eat. To find out more about why we like the foods we do remains a vital question for anyone who is interested in feeding themselves or their family better. If asked to say where tastes come from, I suspect that most of us would say they were determined by individual temperament, which is another way of saying ‘genes’. Being a chocolate lover – or hater – becomes so much part of our self-image that we can’t imagine ourselves any other way. We show that we are adventurous by seeking out the hottest chillis; we prove we are easy-going by telling our host we ‘eat anything’. We confirm that we are naturally conservative by eating patriotic hunks of red meat. Taste is identity. Aged eight, my daughter used to draw pictures of herself and write ‘prawns-peas-mushrooms’ at the top, surrounding herself with the tastes she loved best.

Because our tastes are such an intimate part of ourselves, it is easy to make the leap to thinking that they must be mostly genetic: something you just have to accept as your lot in life. Parents often tell children that their particular passions place them on this or that side of the family – you got your fussiness from your grandfather! – as if you were destined from birth to eat a certain way. Sometimes it is uncanny how a suspicion of celery or a deep hunger for blackberries replicates from parent to child. When we notice these familial patterns, it confirms us in our view that food preferences must be inherited through our genes.

When I’ve described the argument of this book to people I meet, sometimes they get a little angry. ‘I disagree that we learn how to eat,’ they say. ‘You’d never get me to like sultanas/squid/salami [delete as appropriate].’ Anyway, they say, ‘What about genes?’

It’s fine by me if you don’t like sultanas. And I’m certainly not denying that there is a genetic component in our relationship with food. We are not born as blank slates. Some people have a heightened genetic sensitivity to certain flavours (notably bitterness) while others are blind to them.7 There are also genetic variations in individual appetite, the speed at which we eat and the extent to which people actually enjoy eating.8 We vary in how we chew, how we swallow and how we digest. Some people are born with conditions that make it much harder to eat, such as a delay to the oral-motor system. I had no idea quite how fraught the basic matter of getting food from plate to mouth could be until my third child was born with cleft palate and he and I both struggled at mealtimes. He is now five and new dishes occasionally still provoke tears (usually his). Our relationship with food and weight is additionally affected by epigenetics: our experience in the womb. The ‘thrifty phenotype’ hypothesis of biochemist C. Nicholas Hales and epidemiologist David Barker suggests that being undernourished in utero leaves people with a lifelong propensity for weight gain, an unfair fate to be handed so early.9

The question remains to what extent we are capable of overriding this genetic and epigenetic inheritance and learning new tastes. This riddle can seem impossible to unravel, given that children do not learn to eat under laboratory conditions. As we take our first bites, our parents are supplying us simultaneously with both nature (genes) and nurture (environment conceived in its broadest sense, including everything from cuisine to family dynamics to religion to cutlery and table manners to the ethics of meat to views on whether it’s OK to eat food off the floor if it was only there for five seconds). The two are so intertwined, it’s hard to tell where one starts and the other stops.

In one remarkable experiment, however, a group of children did learn to eat under lab conditions. In the 1920s and 1930s, Dr Clara Davis, a paediatrician from Chicago, spent six years trying to study what children’s appetites would look like if allowed to blossom in total freedom without any preconceived ideas of what tasted good.10 Davis’s results have often been taken as a clear indication that likes and dislikes are fundamentally inbuilt and natural though, as we’ll see, Davis herself drew a rather different conclusion.

In 1926, at Mt Sinai Hospital in Cleveland, Dr Clara Marie Davis started the most influential experiment ever conducted into the question of human likes and dislikes. As a doctor, Davis saw many children with eating problems – mostly refusal to eat – whose appetites did not match their nutritional needs. She wondered what children’s appetites would look like, freed from the usual pressures of parents and doctors pushing them to eat nutritious foods such as hot cereal and milk, regardless of whether they liked them. Conventional medical wisdom at that time was that children’s particular likes should not be indulged, lest they became ‘faddy’. Dr Davis was not so sure that eating what you liked was automatically a bad thing.

She borrowed a number of infants – some of them orphans from institutions and some the children of teenage mothers and widows – and placed them on a special ‘self-selection diet’ under her medical care. The children – aged from six to eleven months, who had never yet tasted solid food – were offered a selection of whole, natural foods and given free rein, day after day, to eat only what they wished. The full list of foods was:


	Water 

	Sweet milk

	Sour (lactic) milk

	Sea salt

	Apples

	Bananas

	Orange juice

	Fresh pineapple

	Peaches

	Tomatoes

	Beets

	Carrots

	Peas

	Turnips

	Cauliflower

	Cabbage

	Spinach

	Potatoes

	Lettuce

	Oatmeal

	Wheat

	Corn meal

	Barley

	Ry-Krisp

	Beef

	Lamb

	Bone marrow

	Bone jelly

	Chicken

	Sweetbreads (offal from the pancreas)

	Brains

	Liver

	Kidneys

	Fish (haddock)11



At each meal, the infants were offered a selection of around ten foods from this list, all of them mashed, ground up or finely minced. Some, such as bone marrow, beef, peas and carrots, were offered both in cooked and raw form. The selection was laid out in bowls, while nurses sat by, waiting to see what the children would choose. As Davis described it:


The nurse’s orders were to sit quietly by, spoon in hand, and make no motion. When, and only when, the infant reached for or pointed to a dish might she take up a spoonful and, if he opened his mouth for it, put it in. She might not comment on what he took or did not take, point to or in any way attract his attention to any food, or refuse him any for which he reached. He might eat with his fingers or in any way he could without comment or correction of his manners.12



Davis continued this experiment over a period of six years, starting with three babies and building up to fifteen. The results, which have been hotly discussed by doctors ever since, were dramatic. Without any preconceived notions about what foods were suitable for them, the babies showed enthusiasm for everything from bone marrow to turnips. They didn’t realize they weren’t supposed to like beets or offal. All of them tried all of the thirty-four foods, except for two who never attempted lettuce and one who shunned spinach.

Within a few days, Davis noticed, ‘they began to reach eagerly for some and to neglect others, so that definite tastes grew under our eyes.’13 It soon became obvious to her that for the fifteen children, there were ‘fifteen different patterns of taste’. The children made some very odd selections which looked like a ‘dietician’s nightmare’ said Davis. They went on curious ‘food jags’. One day, they might gorge on liver or eat a meal of nothing but bananas, eggs and milk. A boy called Donald showed a rare passion for oranges, cramming in nearly two pounds of them one day.14 In the process of trial and error of finding out what tasted nice, some of the children ‘chewed hopefully’ on plates and spoons, while others grabbed handfuls of pure salt. On trying something new, Davis observed that their faces showed first surprise, then indifference, pleasure or dislike.

However bizarre and unbalanced the children’s likes and dislikes look to our eyes, they served them well. In a 1928 article writing up her findings, Dr Davis included a ‘before’ and ‘after’ photo of one of the children, Abraham G. At eight months, on arriving in her care, he looks a little pale. At twenty months, after a year on the diet, he is cherubic and plump.

When they arrived at the hospital the infants were generally in poor health. Four were seriously underweight; five had rickets. Yet within a few months, all the children were pink-cheeked and optimally nourished. One of the rickets sufferers was offered cod liver oil, which he took the occasional glug of; but the other four managed to get enough vitamin D and calcium to cure their rickets through diet alone. When they suffered colds, they appeared to self-medicate, eating vast amounts of carrots, beets and raw beef. Even though they were given no guidance on what their bodies needed, their ratio of calories averaged at protein 17 per cent, fat 35 per cent and carbohydrate 48 per cent, very much in line with contemporary nutritional science.

Dr Davis created an unprecedented body of information on childish appetites (though it was never fully analysed and, after her death in 1959, all the boxes of raw data were discarded). When Davis took up a new job, the original set-up in Cleveland was moved to Chicago, where she established what amounted to ‘an eating-experiment orphanage’. In all, she logged around 36,000 meals as well as recording changes in height and weight, blood and urine, bowel movements and bone density.15 It is unlikely any scientist will ever get such detailed data again, given the dubious ethics of keeping children locked up in an experimental nursery for so long. The babies stayed on the diet for a minimum of six months and a maximum of four and a half years, during which time they were always at the hospital.

No friends visited and those who were not orphans had little or no contact with their parents. While in the hospital nursery, their lives were subordinated to the needs of the experiment. Such an arrangement would never be allowed now, though Davis evidently cared for the children very much, in her way. She adopted two of them, as a single mother: Abraham G (the plump cherub) and Donald, the passionate orange eater. Many years later, after Donald was dead, his widow recalled that he and Abraham had always been ‘easy to cook for’ and ‘happy to try all kinds of foods’; they remained omnivores all their lives.16

It was such an extraordinary, audacious, borderline-crazy project that Davis attempted: to get to the heart of where children’s food passions come from. It’s just a shame that her experiment proved so easy to misread. Time and again, Davis’s orphanage has been held up as evidence that appetite is mostly genetic and, as a consequence, that the foods children like or dislike are a sure guide to what their bodies need.17 Davis’s food orphanage has been taken as proof that in their natural state, likes and dislikes are genetic and highly individual, like fingerprints: our tastes are a matter of nature, not nurture. What this interpretation fails to take account of is
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