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Introduction

IN 2012, THE US DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE (USDA) proposed new nutrition standards for meals served in school lunch programs. These specified the numbers and sizes of food servings necessary to meet children’s nutritional needs and promote health, but prevent obesity. One provision mentioned that tomato paste must meet the same volume requirements as other fruits and vegetables—one-half cup—in order to be counted as a full serving. The makers of pizza for school lunches objected. This much tomato paste would make pizza soggy, they said. How best to make the USDA reverse this decision? Go to Congress, of course. Lobbyists for school pizza makers went to work. Bingo! The Senate inserted an amendment to the agriculture spending act, which authorizes funding for all USDA programs: “None of the funds made available by this Act may be used to … require crediting of tomato paste and puree based on volume.”

The result? A dab of tomato paste on pizza now counts as a vegetable in school lunches. Kids get fewer servings of real vegetables in those lunches. Food companies now know that Congress will take care of them if they don’t like federal regulations. And the public now knows that no regulation—no matter how strongly recommended by nutrition and health experts and supported by research—is too small to be overturned by Congress to please corporate constituents.

I have written about such issues in professional articles and in my books devoted to food politics, food safety, supermarket choices, pet foods, and calories. I also write about such things on my (almost) daily blog, www.foodpolitics.com and in occasional tweets @marionnestle. But political cartoonists can tell the whole story in one drawing. 
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WHY AN ILLUSTRATED GUIDE TO FOOD POLITICS?

I LOVE FOOD CARTOONS. I started using them in my books in 2002 when I convinced the University of California Press to let me include a few drawings in the first edition of Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences Nutrition and Health. The Press also agreed to publish cartoons in my subsequent book, Safe Food: The Politics of Food Safety, and in a later book on the safety of pet foods, Pet Food Politics. For decades, I have collected cartoons to use in my lectures to students and to the public. I am always looking for drawings that make it easier to explain complex concepts or points of view about food issues. That is how I first came across the work of some of the cartoonists represented in this book.

In 2005, for example, the USDA replaced its old pyramid-shaped guide to healthy eating, which dated to the early 1990s. The new pyramid displayed rainbow stripes but no visible food. To understand what it meant, you had to know that each stripe was supposed to represent a distinct food group. I thought the earlier pyramid (reproduced on this page) was more effective in conveying the idea that it’s better for health to eat some foods than others. Surely politics was responsible for eliminating any trace of that concept, but explaining how food lobbies exert influence over federal dietary advice can put audiences to sleep. In contrast, cartoons wake everyone up. I managed to find several cartoons dealing with the new pyramid, but this one best captured the absurdity of the new design. I still use it in talks. Whenever I show it, audiences get the point, laugh, and pay attention to the rest of my lecture. A great cartoon makes my work easier—and a lot more fun. 
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One more example: My most recent book (coauthored with Dr. Malden Nesheim) is Why Calories Count: From Science to Politics. It is about the most intangible of subjects. Calories cannot be seen, tasted, or smelled, and are difficult to measure accurately either in food or in the body. Mal and I struggled hard to make abstract scientific concepts accessible to general readers, and we wanted to include cartoons to lighten things up a bit. We found two that worked well. Both turned out to be drawn by Steve Kelley, who seems to have a particular interest in the same kinds of food issues that I do.
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To republish Kelley’s cartoons in our book, we had to obtain reprint rights to his work. This led me to the Cartoonist Group, which works with Creators Syndicate to license Kelley’s drawings. The Cartoonist Group is owned and managed by Sara Thaves. Sara is a cartoonist’s legacy; her father created the comic strip Frank and Ernest, and her brother still produces it. She had already produced books with Cartoonist Group members Matt Wuerker (The Cartoonist Group Inks Campaign ’08), Ann Telnaes (Dick), and Signe Wilkinson (One Nation under Surveillance). When I contacted her to ask about licenses and fees, Sara wondered whether I was the author of Food Politics. She had long wanted to showcase the food cartoons of artists in the group. Would I be interested? I most certainly would. I suspected that working with cartoons would be tremendous fun, as indeed it was. Sara and I talked. We met. This book is the result.

FOOD IS POLITICAL?

YES IT IS, as this book explains. Food is of extraordinary public interest. Everyone eats. In my writings about how politics influences what people eat, I approach the topic from the perspective of a public health nutritionist. Nutritionists teach individuals to make better food choices. But public health nutritionists take a broader view. We try to change the social, economic, and political environment so that it promotes the health and well-being of individuals. From a public health standpoint, food choices are not just personal decisions determined by cultural background, age, sex, peer group, education, or income. Food choices are also influenced by environmental factors. These include obvious ones such as advertising and marketing.

But they also include far more subtle influences such as product placement in supermarkets, portion size, price, and even how close at hand a food might be. The complexity and subtlety of these influences means that education alone is rarely enough to induce people to improve their diets. It works much better to change the food environment to make the healthier choice the easier—the default—choice.

This point, difficult to recognize as it may be, lies at the heart of current debates about food politics. Almost any aspect of food and nutrition—from science to policy, from farm to fork—generates controversy. Arguments about food issues derive from the complexity of foods and diets, and the uncertainty of the science linking diet to health. But the real reason for controversy is a difference in point of view. Dietary complexity and scientific uncertainty require interpretation. Interpretation depends on point of view. Point of view depends on cultural upbringing and value systems, but also on “stakeholder” position.

Because everyone eats, everyone has a vested interest—a stake—in how food is produced, sold, and consumed, and, therefore, in how food issues are interpreted. Stakeholders approach food issues from their own particular perspectives. Mine happens to be public health nutrition. I care about what it takes to promote health in the population as a whole, and I interpret both the science and the politics of food and nutrition from that point of view. From my public health standpoint, if government intervention in dietary choices improves health, it is a good thing to do.

I am well aware that not everyone shares this point of view. Americans particularly value personal autonomy, and many citizens believe that as long as their personal decisions do not directly harm others, the government should not interfere in what they choose to eat—even if those choices eventually make them ill and generate health care costs that must be borne by society.

This book is concerned with such views but also with those of government and the food industry. Government agencies issue dietary guidelines, support agricultural production, provide food assistance to the poor, and regulate such matters as food labeling, food advertising, food biotechnology, and food safety—all of which can affect the food choices of individuals. Although nearly every federal agency has something to do with food or nutrition, the two most important are the USDA and the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). HHS is the parent agency of the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). A separate agency, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC), regulates food advertising. These agencies act in their own interest or do the bidding of the White House or Congress, and they must respond to political pressures from constituents with widely varying needs, wants, demands, resources, and viewpoints. 
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The food industry—a collective term for food and beverage companies and trade associations across the entire food system, from production to consumption—looks at food issues from a quite different perspective. Food is an enormous business that generates well over $1 trillion in annual sales in the United States alone. Food must be produced, processed, distributed, and prepared before it is eaten, each of these steps conducted by companies with special interests in what the government and nutritionists say about food choice. Advice to avoid one or another category of food can decrease sales or increase the cost of production, as can government regulations. Food companies and their trade associations recruit lobbyists to help persuade government agencies to avoid issuing advice or regulations that might reduce product sales.

Food, nutrition, and health advocacy organizations promote the nutritional health of the public and, sometimes, counter the actions of food companies or the actions or inactions of government. But their financial resources are nowhere near as extensive as those of food companies. Finally, and we are at last getting to the role of cartoonists, the media hold a stake in food and nutrition issues. Stories about controversial issues attract readers. Because controversy is much more interesting than its absence, reporters prefer it. Media attention—and that of cartoonists—tends to focus on the points of contention rather than on less newsworthy points of agreement. 
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My food studies colleagues maintain that cultural background is the strongest influence on taste preferences and food choices—the proverbial “you are what you eat.” But culture and taste can be modified by beliefs about food issues. Strongly held opinions about food derive, for example, from religion (it is wrong to eat shellfish or pork), ethics (it is wrong to kill animals for food), or philosophy (it is wrong to tamper with nature by genetically modifying foods). 
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But this book is mainly concerned with opinions about food politics. These are most easily explained using obesity as an example. Obesity results from eating too many calories relative to those needed by the body. To lose weight, people must eat less, move more, or do both. Of these, eating less is more effective because it is difficult to work off excessive calorie intake through typical levels of physical activity. 
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From my public health point of view, obesity is fostered by a food environment that encourages people to eat more often, in more places, and in larger amounts than is good for maintaining a healthy weight. As I explain in Food Politics, this environment evolved from the need of food companies to increase sales and to report quarterly growth to Wall Street in an enormously overabundant and competitive food marketplace. At this level of market competition, eating less is very bad for business. Hence: politics.

Politics and point of view also enter into discussions of what to do about obesity. If you believe that food choices are entirely a matter of personal responsibility, you are likely to believe that the food industry has no real influence over the diets of individuals and that the government has no business getting involved in anything having to do with your personal dietary decisions. If, on the other hand, you recognize that the food environment has a powerful influence on personal food choices, you may be willing to consider ways in which the government might put some limits on food industry marketing
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A NOTE TO READERS





This book is intended as a reference volume only, not as a medical manual. The information given here is designed to help you make informed decisions about your health. It is not intended as a substitute for any treatment that may have been prescribed by your doctor. If you suspect that you have a medical problem, we urge you to seek competent medical help.

Mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities in this book does not imply endorsement by the author or publisher, nor does mention of specific companies, organizations, or authorities imply that they endorse this book, its author, or the publisher.

Internet addresses and telephone numbers given in this book were accurate at the time it went to press.

© 2013 by Marion Nestle and The Cartoonist Group, LLC

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any other information storageand retrieval system, without the written permission of the publisher.

Book design by Amy C. King and Mike Smith

Cartoon Credits: See credits

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file with the publisher.

ISBN-13: 978–1–60961–586–4 paperback

eISBN-13: 978–1–60961–587–1
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We inspire and enable people to imrove their lives and the world around them.
www.rodalebooks.com
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