
[image: Cover image for Snack]




“The Object Lessons series achieves something very close to magic: the books take ordinary—even banal—objects and animate them with a rich history of invention, political struggle, science, and popular mythology. Filled with fascinating details and conveyed in sharp, accessible prose, the books make the everyday world come to life. Be warned: once you’ve read a few of these, you’ll start walking around your house, picking up random objects, and musing aloud: ‘I wonder what the story is behind this thing?’”

Steven Johnson, author of Where Good Ideas Come From and How We Got to Now





“Object Lessons describes themselves as ‘short, beautiful books,’ and to that, I'll say, amen. … If you read enough Object Lessons books, you'll fill your head with plenty of trivia to amaze and annoy your friends and loved ones—caution recommended on pontificating on the objects surrounding you. More importantly, though… they inspire us to take a second look at parts of the everyday that we've taken for granted. These are not so much lessons about the objects themselves, but opportunities for self-reflection and storytelling. They remind us that we are surrounded by a wondrous world, as long as we care to look.”

John Warner, The Chicago Tribune






“Besides being beautiful little hand-sized objects themselves, showcasing exceptional writing, the wonder of these books is that they exist at all ... Uniformly excellent, engaging, thought-provoking, and informative.”

Jennifer Bort Yacovissi, Washington Independent Review of Books





“… edifying and entertaining … perfect for slipping in a pocket and pulling out when life is on hold.”

Sarah Murdoch, Toronto Star





“For my money, Object Lessons is the most consistently interesting nonfiction book series in America.”

Megan Volpert, PopMatters





“Though short, at roughly 25,000 words apiece, these books are anything but slight.”

Marina Benjamin, New Statesman





“[W]itty, thought-provoking, and poetic … These little books are a page-flipper’s dream.”

John Timpane, The Philadelphia Inquirer





“The joy of the series, of reading Remote Control, Golf Ball, Driver’s License, Drone, Silence, Glass, Refrigerator, Hotel, and Waste (more titles are listed as forthcoming) in quick succession, lies in encountering the various turns through which each of their authors has been put by his or her object. As for Benjamin, so for the authors of the series, the object predominates, sits squarely center stage, directs the action. The object decides the genre, the chronology, and the limits of the study. Accordingly, the author has to take her cue from the thing she chose or that chose her. The result is a wonderfully uneven series of books, each one a thing unto itself.”

Julian Yates, Los Angeles Review of Books





“The Object Lessons series has a beautifully simple premise. Each book or essay centers on a specific object. This can be mundane or unexpected, humorous or politically timely. Whatever the subject, these descriptions reveal the rich worlds hidden under the surface of things."

Christine Ro, Book Riot





“... a sensibility somewhere between Roland Barthes and Wes Anderson.”

Simon Reynolds, author of Retromania: Pop Culture's Addiction to Its Own Past





“My favourite series of short pop culture books”

Zoomer magazine




“Bloomsbury’s Object Lessons series never misses”

The Millions
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Introduction

Snack is a food category that often receives the least respect. Dinner is king—at least, in the twenty-first century US—but breakfast certainly has a good PR team with its branding as “the most important meal of the day.” Lunch, it’s true, sometimes gets the short end of the stick with the reality of sad desk lunches and sandwiches on the go, but at least most of us agree that it’s an important meal. Snacks, on the other hand, are often seen as trivial; they are small things, not meals. So it often goes that snacks fall to the bottom of the food hierarchy.

At the same time, snacks are a billion-dollar business in the food industry and grocery stores devote multiple aisles of real estate to the category of snacks. See, for example, the chip aisle, the candy aisle, the cracker aisle, etc. Even calling someone a “snack” means they are attractive and desirable. Snacks may not be absolutely necessary for sustaining life but they are fun, as the marketing suggests.

And it works. People like to snack. Snacking is less of a commitment than a meal. Often this snacking is done mindlessly as in the popcorn one reaches for while watching yet another Marvel movie or a bag of potato chips on the playground but this book aims to devote more attention to snacks to examine their multiple valences and positions in society, our mouths and stomachs, and our hearts.

What is a snack? First, the noun “snack” comes from Middle English, the English of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. The earliest known appearance of the word is from 1402. In its earliest appearance, the word means “[a] snap, a bite, esp. that of a dog.”1
 The third definition of the word brings in the idea of “[a] share, portion, part,” while the fourth definition holds the meaning that we commonly associate with “snack”: “[a] mere bite or morsel of food, as contrasted with a regular meal or repast.”2
 The earliest known appearance of this definition comes from the eighteenth century, the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution. These definitions share an emphasis on size, specifically, the smallness of a snack and concomitantly its relative unimportance. It’s “mere,” a “bite,” a “morsel,” not a “regular” thing.

At the same time, size is relative and it’s not always clear where the line between snack and something more substantive exists. For example, there are many street foods that seem to straddle that line. Is a corn dog, for example, a snack or a meal? What about gimbap, chaat, dim sum, tteokbokki, tapas, etc., etc.? Where is the line between hors d’oeuvre and snack? How about the line between a snack and a dessert? Is an ice cream cone a snack and is a sundae a dessert? It’s a capacious term and hard to pin down.


This question of what a snack is has legal implications as well. During the height of the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, the question of whether a scotch egg constituted a snack or a meal in the UK held some urgency. Due to measures to prevent the spread of the virus, the UK instituted a regulation that closed businesses where only alcohol was served but allowed opening for businesses where alcohol was served with “a table meal,” defined as “a meal eaten by a person seated at a table, or at a counter or other structure which serves the purposes of a table.”3
 There was some debate and political flip-flopping over whether a scotch egg, traditionally a deep-fried hardboiled or softboiled egg encased in sausage meat and enrobed in breadcrumbs, often served in pubs, constituted a snack or a table meal.4
 If the scotch egg were to be categorized as a table meal, pubs could serve scotch eggs with pints and thus stay open immediately after coronavirus lockdowns.

This quibbling over the definition of a snack demonstrates the confusion around the boundaries of the term. It was only in the twentieth century that the word began to be used more frequently. Beginning around 1910 and increasing more rapidly around 1950 and 1960, the word entered the English language more frequently, with every decade demonstrating rapid growth through the twenty-first century.5



In entering this conversation, I present to you the grand theory of snacking or, at least, my theory of snacking, which will definitively lay out what counts as a snack. And, by “definitively,” I mean “not really definitively” and “with lots of exceptions.” Certainly, anything could


	Absence of fire: A snack does not need to be cooked, outside of being briefly microwaved. Obviously a snack could be cooked or baked previously, as in the case of a cookie, but it will be perfectly fine to be eaten at an indeterminate time later. Essentially, very little in the way of immediate preparation should accompany a snack.

	Utensils: A snack is generally not eaten with utensils. Fingers are acceptable.

	Duration: A snack should have the condition of being consumable within a short period of time—think seconds and brief minutes—but it could also invite eating over a longer period. In other words, it may have many small pieces and should not come in one large piece like a steak.

	Portability: A snack could be eaten on the move, unlike, say, a baked Alaska, but it does not have to be.

	Volume: A snack should not fill up a person like a meal. In other words, it should not satiate completely and it should not fill completely, but, if eaten in large quantities, it could obviously be filling. But it likely won’t be satiating. Snacks are a bridge between meals and, often, between one activity and another.

	Vibe: A snack should be fun but, since we all have different ideas of what constitutes “fun,” we can say that a snack invites playfulness.
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