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Praise for Hungry

“Who knew that avocado toast was a window to the soul? With substance, style, and a keen eye for data, Eve Turow-Paul uses food to illuminate the psychology of an entire generation. Hungry is a deeply insightful book that also happens to be more delicious than dessert.”

—Daniel Gilbert, professor of psychology at Harvard and New York Times bestselling author author of Stumbling on Happiness

“Turow-Paul combines great story-telling with a hard look at many trends and beliefs that are not based on facts. She artfully explains why they pull us in anyway, the psychological needs they fill, and how we can bring order and sanity to one of the most fraught topics today: food.”

—Dr. Daniel J. Levitin, neuroscientist and New York Times bestselling author of Successful Aging and The Organized Mind
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It is then fair to characterize the whole organism by saying simply that it is hungry, for consciousness is almost completely preempted by hunger. All capacities are put into the service of hunger-satisfaction, and the organization of these capacities is almost entirely determined by the one purpose of satisfying hunger.

—Abraham Maslow, Motivation and Personality




introduction

Flecks of sand sat between my sandaled toes and the warmth of the descending sun kissed my shoulders as I leaned forward and scoured the menu.

My husband, Jason, and I had traveled to the resort town of Playa del Carmen, Mexico, for a brief respite from New York’s lugubrious winters. I intended to take advantage of our short stay culinarily, and had made a mental list of all the regional flavors I wanted to indulge in, from piquant tacos al pastor to bright ceviches.

On this, our second night, we had walked across town to a highly recommended seafood restaurant. Soon, we placed an order for a towering seafood tostada and tangy, lime-soaked aguachiles. Our waiter nodded in approval of our selections.

“And to drink?” he asked, motioning for us to look at the back of the menu where I anticipated finding a handful of standard beer and fruit-forward cocktails to choose from. But as I flipped the page, I was stunned to see a list of nearly seventy beer options, with Mexican states like Jalisco, Quintana Roo, and Baja California Sur noted alongside each item.

“What do you like?” the waiter questioned. “IPAs? Saisons? Pilsners?”

“These are all made in Mexico?” I asked him, bewildered. The waiter nodded. Historically, the category of Mexican beers has fit into a rather narrow box: golden, low-alcohol lagers made by industrial breweries that pair well with a slice of lime and a day of continuous drinking by the pool. But here in front of me was an extensive list of breweries and beer styles that directly challenged this tenet. Suddenly I was overwhelmed. The craft beer revolution, it seemed, had arrived in Mexico.

Back in the United States, the small-batch, artisan brewing craze had already hit a high. In the decade between 2008 and 2018, the number of US craft breweries tripled to an astounding 6,500. New boutique brewhouses have been reimagining what beer can be. They toss in unique ingredients like habanero chiles, mangos, and coffee, utilize obscure hop varietals, and even toy with new production methods like aging brews in whiskey barrels. With these innovations, the beer drinking experience has become more sophisticated, playful, and regional.

I later learned that Mexico has been experiencing its own craft beer movement, though on a smaller scale. In 2008 there were only twenty craft breweries across the entire country. By 2018, some eight hundred Mexican craft breweries were fermenting their unconventional creations. All thirty-one Mexican states now have a state brewery.

“We are growing at an amazing rate,” Ariette Armella of Acermex, Mexico’s Craft Brewers Association, told me, citing their astounding rise and continued year-on-year development. Though still just about 0.2 percent of all beer brewed in Mexico, the craft beer scene is catching on, she said, especially among those ages twenty-five to forty.

While I have always thought of Mexico as a flavor haven—home of complex moles, acidic escabeches, and fiery salsas that illuminate each and every taste bud—the idea of Mexico as a craft beer destination had never crossed my mind. Yet, I shouldn’t have been so surprised that the beverage trend had been fermenting south of the US border. This rapid and radical shift is emblematic of the larger changes that have taken place across the food industry over the last decade, by and large fueled by those under the age of forty. This era has given rise to the colloquial term “foodie,” a title proudly adopted by roughly half of all Millennials (those born between 1980 and 1996) and members of Generation Z (those born between 1996 and 2010) worldwide.1 Together, these generations make up just over half of the global population, which means that at least one quarter of all people in the world consider themselves a part of the modern foodophile community.

Gourmet food experiences used to be a hobby for older, upper-class bon vivants, not recent college graduates with four roommates and a bikeshare membership. But here we are, in a world where twenty- and thirtysomethings fawn over uni, chamomile Saison beers, and Chemex pour-over coffee, and treat reservations at Copenhagen’s Noma, New York City’s Momofuku Ko, Bangkok’s Gaggan, and Lima’s Central with the same excitement as tickets to Broadway’s Hamilton.

“Food has become a bit like pop music,” Indian food blogger Amit Patnaik told me over Skype in 2017 of his own observations in Mumbai. “Food has become a hobby for young people. They say, ‘Let’s go out and have a meal.’ In India,” where, he said, the culture has historically revolved around home cooking, “this is new, seen only the last five years.”

An obsession with all things food has taken hold in nearly every nook and cranny of the globe. In India, people chew on fusion dishes like chutney grilled cheese and offer culinary critiques that emulate the judges they watch each week on MasterChef. In Nairobi, Kenya, folks can bite into grass-fed beef hamburgers topped with chili mango sauce and grab tacos from street-side food trucks. “Young people are definitely crowding new bars and bistros,” Della Mbaya, a Nairobi-based lifestyle journalist, confirmed for me. In Hong Kong, veganism is the latest fashion statement, and restaurants boast locally brewed kombucha. Craft beer festivals are hosted in Ho Chi Minh City, São Paulo, Cape Town, and yes, Mexico City, among other places. I’ve heard stories of young Berliners leaving desk jobs to become butchers, Londoners waiting in hours-long lines for Filipino fried chicken, and Buenos Aires residents hopping from speakeasy to speakeasy.

I have witnessed firsthand the virality of foodie culture. During a 2017 trip through Southeast Asia, on the Bangkok Skytrain, I stood across from a twentysomething Thai woman wearing a T-shirt that read: “Fuck love, I have food.” And in Myanmar—where the Internet only recently arrived and most of the country remains campestral copper dirt roads and vast rice fields—a barista at a small café in Yangon presented Jason and me with a coffee flavor wheel to help us choose the beans for a custom pour-over coffee. What flavors, she inquired, would we like our coffee to exhibit? Hints of raisin? Rum? Chocolate? I ended up ordering locally bottled cold brew with the tasting notes of “cherry cola” and “lemon citrus” printed on the glass. Myanmar is the poorest nation in Southeast Asia.2 Still, they have cold brew.

This youth-based gastronomic fever has spread to all aspects of lifestyle culture. You can find Beyoncé donning a “KALE” emblazoned sweatshirt in a music video and Katy Perry singing in food metaphors (“I’m a five-star Michelin/A Kobe flown in/You want what I’m cooking, boy”). In the US, new parents are popularizing food-centric baby names like Kale, Saffron, and Maple.3 In Japan, the bestselling shōnen manga series Shokugeki no Soma focuses on a boy who wants to become a chef. In Korea, livestreams of people eating have become one of the most popular forms of online content. Food ingredients are spilling over in beauty products and textiles. Sitcoms and films glorify the lives of chefs and farmers. Hotels are touting on-premise farms and organic ingredients, and find that even their mini bar menus play an increasingly important role in traveler decision-making.*

The gaming industry, too, has embraced the global food mania. In 2018, Nintendo released Sushi Striker: The Way of Sushido, in which players help the main character “end the Empire’s tyrannical monopoly of the world’s sushi supply” by devouring conveyor-belt sushi and matching plates and sushi types.

Part of what’s so revolutionary about today’s food trends are the particular kinds of food and food experiences raking in the most bites, slurps, snaps, and shares. New concerns and interests are influencing people’s food choices. All around the globe, there is a call for products with greater transparency, made with local ingredients, by brands with a clear value system. These tenets—of openness, connectedness, and purpose—are rattling the food industry as newbie upstarts, able to address these modern criteria, begin to steal shelf space and dollars away from veteran brands.

In the food and beverage arena, there is a popular rebuffing of genetically modified ingredients, gluten, and any flavor or coloring agent deemed “unnatural.” People want simple and clean products with easy-to-understand ingredients and access to behind-the-scenes information about sourcing and processing. Products that invoke a sense of intimacy by focusing on “artisanal,” “heritage,” and “local” ingredients are resonating. In restaurants, diners welcome shared tables and plates, open kitchens, and direct chef-to-patron interaction. Finally, there’s robust enthusiasm for prosocial brands that put their dollars to wide use. Fervent demands for eco-friendly, responsibly sourced, and fair-trade food items continue to grow louder.

All of these trends run counter to decades of food and beverage marketing that, by and large, focused on flavor and cost-savings above all else. For the past few generations, shoppers have celebrated the reliability and consistency of industrialized food. Now, restaurateurs, consumer packaged goods companies, grocers, and farmers are all tossing their former rule books out the window as they try to meet these new, game-changing expectations.

Some members of the food and beverage industry aren’t managing these changes well. Since 2009, the top twenty-five American food and beverage companies have lost more than $18 billion in market share, unable to appropriately respond to customer wants, according to analysis by Credit Suisse.4 Many veteran companies continue to experience a precipitous loss of market share to new, smaller startups that embody the candid, humanistic, and socially responsible values today’s shoppers crave. Once-favored sit-down restaurant chains like TGI Friday’s, Ruby Tuesday, and Applebee’s are all facing sales slumps, while upstarts like Blaze Pizza and Honeygrow—which emphasize handcrafted, gluten-free, and vegan options—reel in visitors. In China, new chain restaurants like Grandma’s Home and Xibei Youmian Cun—which highlight shared plates and organic items such as “self-made fresh tofu”—are nabbing fast-food frequenters from staples like McDonald’s and KFC.5

Farmers are also impacted by changes in supply chain demands; they’re facing decisions like whether to forgo GMOs, raise their hens cage free, or supplement their waning dairy milk sales by sowing flax or brewing beer. “Meet Your New Boss: Moms, bloggers and foodies—these Millennials are driving the new food and ag economy,” read the cover of a 2016 edition of Successful Farming magazine. Many are flummoxed by the market shifts and point fingers at “hipsters” as villainous instigators of upheaval.

Novel Millennial and Generation Z standards aren’t just impacting our food; they’re shaking up nearly every lifestyle industry, including travel, hospitality, auto, beauty, fitness, and fashion. Just as “free from” proliferates on food labels, fashion and cosmetic brands now promote products sans parabens, BPA, and other controversial ingredients. By 2020, market researchers expect the organic cosmetic market to be valued at $66.1 billion.6 Meanwhile, interest in shared products and experiences is pushing the automobile, fitness, and hospitality industries to rethink their business models and product offerings: Legacy hotel chains are struggling to attract young people who prefer Airbnb, couch surfing, and glamping, while big box gyms have watched their numbers fall as memberships at boutique gyms rose by 121 percent between 2013 and 2017.7 Unique, handmade home goods, personal care items, and accessories are all the rage. And just as shoppers want their food dollars to go toward social and environmental causes, fashion houses are now dancing around clientele who want “upcycled,” wasteless retail options and brands that “give back” to charitable causes. Today’s teens, twenty-, and thirtysomethings are less likely to affiliate with political parties or religious faiths. Instead, they’re increasingly interested in unorthodox concepts like astrology and in expressing their value systems through product choices. A yearning for meaning and self-reflection is also supporting the rise of a potent global wellness industry.

Still, the greatest changes are occurring across the food system, from farm to fork, where those under forty are spending a record amount of their discretionary time and income. Globally, Millennials purchase organic goods more often than members of any other generation, driving double-digit yearly growth in the organic food industry. This is especially true of young parents, who are now the biggest group of organic buyers in America and across Europe.* Similarly, twenty- and thirtysomethings spend the most on specialty foods, infusing couture coffee shops, bone broth pop-ups, and small-batch brands with ample cash.8 (In fact, according to a 2017 survey, almost half of US Millennials have spent more money on coffee than they’ve invested in retirement savings.9) Millennials around the world—from Spain to India to the United States—are also spending the most on meals out.10 In Asia Pacific, one in three eighteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds eats at a fine dining establishment at least once a month, which is more often than those thirty years old and above, according to Mastercard.11 Meanwhile, Visa confirms that Millennials in Singapore, Hong Kong, and China allocate 18 percent of their personal budgets to dining and eating out, more than any other expenditure.12 Millennial spending power is vast, and some view their tastes and preferences as a tsunami, smashing down and creating chaos. In 2017, then CEO of Buffalo Wild Wings Sally Smith directly blamed foodie Millennials for her company’s downturn in a letter to shareholders.13

Generation Z has similarly picked up the epicurean torch. “Generation Z spends more of their entertainment budget on eating out at their age than any past consumers,” Steve Gundrum, Chairman and Chief Creative Officer at food and beverage development firm Mattson, told me. On average, he noted, Gen Zers spend 20 percent more than Millennials did at that age. According to financial services company Piper Jaffray, teens are now, for the first time, spending more on food than on clothing.14 And in a somewhat bizarre statistic, Chicago’s restaurant research firm Technomic notes that the second biggest age group visiting high-end fine-dining restaurants, behind Millennials, are young tween and teen Gen Zers.* Dining hall offerings are now an influential criterion for college-bound Gen Zers,† and Food Studies programs are popping up at universities across all continents.

It’s easy to make fun of this youthful food obsession, and many do so with great zeal.‡ Many characterize these younger generations as entitled, lazy, and naive for spending their limited discretionary funds on evanescent goods. “I have seen young people order smashed avocado with crumbled feta on five-grain toasted bread at $22 a pop and more,” social commentator Bernard Salt writes in the October 15–16, 2016, edition of The Australian, taking aim at what he sees as youthful fiscal irresponsibility. “Twenty-two dollars several times a week could go towards a deposit on a house,” he admonishes. While I’m not sure savings from avocado toast alone could put more young people into home ownership, Salt has a point: Australians now spend more on restaurants and takeaway meals than they do on electricity, gas, or even secondary education, all while lamenting being unable to afford the overpriced real estate market, among other financial woes.15

A global youth food craze makes very little rational sense when juxtaposed with this same cohort’s economic reality. In 2008, at the precipice of a global recession, most Millennials were just edging into adulthood, either in college or recently graduated. I, myself a Millennial, graduated college in 2009 and very clearly remember one of the commencement speakers saying something to the tune of: “You’ve paid into society and done everything we’ve asked of you. Society is not about to pay you back.” That year, the usual financial institutions were not on campus to recruit potential employees. Instead, we walked across the stage, took our degrees in hand, and moved back in with our parents—packing $1.5 trillion of student loan debt into our luggage.16

The Great Recession kept career-ready Millennials on the lower rungs of professional development. Unemployment of American college graduates nearly doubled between 2007 and 2010.* The rest of the world didn’t fare much better. Youth unemployment in Europe rose above 17 percent in 2012, double the unemployment rate for the general population. Greece and Spain fared the worst, with over half the young labor force out of work.

For many, unemployment has been paired with years of stagnant wages and rising living costs. Average Millennial salaries often pale in comparison to what generations prior were making at the same age.* Concurrently, living expenses, like the cost of housing, continue to rise, pushing youth away from the home-buying market and into their childhood bedrooms.† For the first time in the modern era, US adults ages eighteen to thirty-four are more likely to live with a parent than with a romantic partner, a trend that echoes worldwide.17 As of 2015, roughly half of Japanese Millennials lived with their parents.18 Meanwhile, those who rent face astounding prices and competition. Renters in Sydney and Melbourne routinely spend over 30 percent of their income on housing, a stat mirrored in London, Hong Kong, New York, and San Francisco, among other large cities.

“My friends and I know our salaries will never be enough to buy a house or be very wealthy,” my friend Hyunjee Cho, then thirty-four, told me from her home in Seoul, South Korea, where the global recession and controversial labor policies have been negatively impacting youth employment rates and wages.19 While her parents’ generation saved up, Hyunjee says that the mindset of the young has shifted to Why even try?

In the US, many twenty- and thirtysomethings are also choking down the brutal reality of student loan debt. Three-quarters of American Millennials are in debt, and nearly two-thirds say they don’t know when, if ever, they will pay off what they owe.20 The Consumer Financial Protection Bureau reports that one in four student loan recipients is either in delinquency or default on their student loans.21 The World Economic Forum cites similar debt woes for Millennials in the United Kingdom and Japan, caused by education and housing costs.22

With these hardships, more and more young people—even those living independently—are turning to their wealthier Baby Boomer parents for help. Somewhere between 40 and 50 percent of American Millennials rely on financial assistance from their parents to cover the costs of rent, groceries, and health insurance, a relationship that often continues after Millennials themselves become parents.*, 23

Though financial challenges have kept many Millennials from buying homes and cars, getting married, or having children, many still seem to find it worthwhile to invest their recession-dented incomes in an ephemeral commodity: food.24

Between 2010 and 2014, the years hardest hit by the recession, there was a 10 percent increase in US Millennial food spending.25 Millennials are more likely than members of other generations to consider food items splurge-worthy; only half of American Millennials think it’s important to make their food purchases fit into their budgets, compared to 61 percent of non-Millennials, according to a survey from Mintel.† Another study notes that US Millennials are more willing to overspend on restaurants than on any other shopping category, including technology.26 Again, these behaviors are evident internationally, where people attend supper clubs that they travel to in ride shares while wearing secondhand clothes.

Back in Mexico, craft beers are three times as expensive as their industrial beer counterparts, Ariette Armella told me. Why, I asked her, are young people choosing to spend their limited income on this costly experience?

“Our income right now, it doesn’t get us as far as past generations,” Armella, herself a Millennial, said, referring to the incomes of Mexico’s burgeoning population of middle- to upper-class Millennials. “Buying a house is off the table for many. I think our generation is tilting to luxuries they can afford. Maybe I need to share my apartment, but I get to go out and have these beers that I completely love.”

Affordable indulgence is one possible explanation for these incongruous trends. But is it really that simple? And why is artisanal food the luxury of choice, rather than concert tickets, new clothes, or a nice car?

In 2010, I moved to New York City for graduate school and found myself scraping by on a student budget, yet investing what little extra income I had on underground dinners and Sottocenere truffle cheese at Whole Foods. At the time, I was fresh off a brief stint at a Washington, DC, economics think tank, where, as a part of their communications team, I had worked to tease out the difference between unemployment and underemployment. With consistent exposure to the latest economic numbers, I became keenly aware that in terms of income, my generation would be behind Generation X (those born between 1960 and 1980) for at least a decade, if not our entire lifetimes. Yet, just a few months later, I was living in one of the most expensive cities in the country, spending well over a thousand dollars a month to rent 250 square feet, and choosing to forgo taxis, new clothes, and movies (not to mention contributing to my savings account) in order to enjoy great meals out. What was motivating me to make that trade-off?

With our financial realities, Millennials should not be waiting in lines around the block for raw cookie dough or leaving lucrative jobs to become pastry chefs, yet that is exactly what so many of us are doing today. Why, at this moment in time, has food culture become a fetish of the young, the up-and-coming? Is it irresponsible for a generation facing horrendous debt and financial insecurity to be spending our time and money on artisan ice cream, single-origin chocolate, and home sous vide machines? What is it that we are so hungry for?

Eventually, I decided to look into the “why” behind my own behavior and that of the people around me. And what I began to learn was so complex and enthralling, I haven’t stopped studying it since.
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Though it’s easy to label today’s twenty- and thirtysomethings as careless, misguided kids, our seemingly incongruous behaviors are not a reflection of arrogance or extravagance, but rather the direct result of the unique environment we were raised in: the Digital Age.

In my own research, I began to see link after link between the anomalous and nascent digital world that defines Millennial and Gen Z youth, and the often-mocked lifestyle trends shaking up global industries. I began to see interest in things like adult coloring books, the Paleo diet, and learning to bake sourdough bread not as hobbies, but as coping mechanisms for this extraordinary, bizarre, and unprecedented digital world we live in.

While a love of food makes the Millennial and Z generations unique, it’s the relationship to technology that truly sets these generations apart from all others. Millennials were the first guinea pigs for lives tethered to digital screens. We recall the days of landlines, floppy disks, and fears of Y2K, but our fingers now use phone keyboards with second-nature agility. Meanwhile, Gen Zers don’t know a world without social media, email, and texting. They’re the first generation born directly into the Digital Age. They speak a digitally influenced language that sometimes even leaves Millennials flummoxed.

Given the staggering impact of these technologies on our lives, it’s important to pause and ask: How is this unique backdrop driving our current obsessions?

In the blink of an evolutionary eye, our worlds have been irreparably altered. In 1991, the world welcomed the World Wide Web. In less than thirty years, we’ve catapulted from dial-up and Ask Jeeves to Snapchat and geo-tagging. Since the release of the iPhone just over a decade ago, in 2007, the social impacts of technology have become even more widespread. Technologies unknown just a decade or two ago are now treated as essential appendages. Nearly three-fourths of Millennials and half of Baby Boomers now believe that they “can’t survive” without their smartphones—a device that literally didn’t exist until just over a decade ago.27 People sleep with their phones, take their phones with them to the bathroom, and even check their phones while having sex.28 Among the world’s three billion smartphone users, the average person unlocks their phone eighty times a day, which comes out to six or seven times every hour.29 What else do you do that often besides breathe and blink?

Yet, as the environment around us has shifted, we, as Homo sapiens, haven’t changed all that much, which is why, to assess the impact of this remarkable climate, I’ve found it useful to place this era in the wider context of human history. For about forty thousand years, humans lived as foragers.30 The past two hundred years drove us away from the fields and down to our desks, yet evolutionarily speaking, we remain our hunter-gatherer selves; some evolutionary psychologists say we still carry around “stone-age” brains.31 Our eyes, noses, and ears are attuned to the outdoors. Our bodies are best fed by a wide variety of foods collected based on season and location. We cannot concentrate on many things at once, having evolved to maintain focus on the dangers or opportunities in our surroundings and to block out the rest. We are tribal by nature, convivial and comfortable in groups, and we find purpose in manual competence, completing tasks that we can see and hold in our own two hands.

Today, our Paleolithic selves live in an antiseptic, hyper-scheduled Twitterverse. Instead of convening, we iMessage. Instead of crafting, cultivating, or building something, we export a Keynote presentation. Instead of finishing our work with a sense of accomplishment, we wade endlessly through a persistent bombardment of emails, Slack posts, and text messages. And this dissemblance appears to be taking a toll.

Sure, Millennials and Gen Zers are foodies; we’re also the loneliest and most anxious, stressed out, and depressed generations on record. Though the years since Y2K are often talked about as the most “connected” period of all time, numerous studies from around the globe show that people of all ages feel far more isolated. Numbers of close confidants have plummeted worldwide, and people are spending less and less time in person with friends.32 Concurrently, stress is mounting. According to an online survey of over two thousand people ages eighteen to thirty-three by the American Psychological Association, 52 percent of US Millennials have lain awake at night due to stress.33 In the UK, the British charity YouthNet reports a third of young women and one in ten young men suffer from panic attacks.34 There has also been a stark rise in depression. Major depressive episodes, reports of self-harm, and attempted suicide are becoming alarmingly common among adolescents.35

Many analysts point to common culprits such as helicopter parenting, tough economic realities, and political unease as the foundation of these debilitating mental states, but others see a different catalyst for angst: the Internet. The cycle of 24/7 news puts us into an anxious tizzy. Social media makes us jealous and insecure. Email makes our existence seem nugatory.

It should come as no surprise that the first Digital Age generations spend their time and money in novel ways. The human experience has drastically changed, and with it, so have our demands and desires. So, the questions we should be asking are: What needs—what hungers—are we trying to satisfy today? And how is food culture—among other things—helping us fulfill these basic needs?

In Hungry, we will explore the ways in which today’s top lifestyle trends—with a core focus in food—are tools for well-being. In each chapter, we will focus on unique trends—from an interest in delivery services to the popularity of unicorn cakes to the DIY movement—and assess why these trends have come into being. We will dig into our core human needs and discuss the ways in which the Digital Age is challenging or aiding the satisfaction of these needs. Along the way, we will not just learn about the movements upending the lifestyle industries, but gain insight into the physiological and psychological impacts of our new technologies and our inherent well-being needs.

In the late 1940s, famed psychologist Abraham Maslow became the first academic to theorize what each of us needs to lead a fulfilling life. He hypothesized that all humans share five core types of needs: physiological, which includes the basics of survival like water, air, food, sex, and sleep; safety, meaning a sense of security, societal order, law, and stability; love and belonging, which Maslow defined as “hunger for affectionate relations with people” and a place within a group; esteem, described as achievement, mastery, and independence that leads to self-respect and respect from others; and finally, self-actualization, realizing one’s potential by seeking out personal growth and peak experiences. Maslow became a seminal figure in the creation of humanistic psychology, and his Hierarchy of Needs remains a touchstone concept for many business, healthcare, education, and psychology practices.

In recent years, other, similar philosophies around human wellbeing have been developed. In 2000, University of Rochester social science professors Richard M. Ryan and Edward L. Deci introduced what they call Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which states that all human beings possess an inherent desire to feel autonomous, competent, and connected to one another, and says that the fulfillment of these needs is essential to personal growth and well-being. Put another way, human beings must feel empowered, emotionally bonded to others, and capable of achieving our goals in order to feel well. Since its introduction, SDT has become one of the most widely researched and applied theories in the field of psychology.

You may notice that Deci and Ryan’s theory aligns rather nicely with Maslow’s. I can’t say that any one scientist has figured it all out, but I am struck by the confluence of themes—those of control, belonging, and purpose—in these two theories. As such, I’ve used these themes as the structural foundation for this book.

This book will evaluate the human experience in today’s world, and the ways in which food culture and other disruptive lifestyle trends act as an antidote to the stress, loneliness, and anxiety generated by the Digital Age, to create a sense of safety, love, and purpose in our lives by tapping into our core, innate needs as human beings.

In the first section, “Control,” we’ll explore the impact of 24/7 news, readily accessible information, the rise of Internet addiction, and our growing desire to find something within our direct control. We’ll touch on transparency trends and dig into the psychological underpinnings of the anti-GMO movement, interest in delivery services, and subscriptions, as well as restrictive diets, such as vegan, Paleo, and gluten-free.

In the second section, “Belonging,” we’ll investigate the effects of social media on human bonding. We’ll look at the uptick in online bullying, performance via online avatars, and the waning frequency of eye-to-eye contact. In direct antithesis, we’ll cover the renewed interest in dining out, the success of tribal fitness practices and communal events, and our desire to get to know creators, as seen in the potent power of social media influencers.

Finally, in “Purpose,” we’ll examine the repercussions of time spent in the digital space on our sense of meaning and personal value. We’ll look at the popular online trends around sensory experiences and reconnecting to our bodies, such as the DIY movement and ASMR videos. We’ll also discuss the growing interest in unplugging, shutting down our phones, and getting back outside into nature to cook, garden, and sometimes, just breathe.

In writing this book, I traveled the world to witness firsthand the cultural trends driven by modern consumer behaviors and to speak with experts who could help me make sense of all I was observing. I spoke with evolutionary biologists and psychologists, neurobiologists, sociologists, anthropologists, and those who study robotics. I spoke with happiness experts and teen addiction experts, along with young farmers, social media influencers, and food entrepreneurs.

I also ran my own study with trend research firm Datassential. Together, we surveyed 1,100 individuals across the United States on food-related behaviors, attachment to technology, interest in social media influencers, life satisfaction, and more. Throughout the book, I will reference our findings and this project as the Hungry Study. (And if you want all the data, you can find the full Hungry Study online at TheHungryBook.com.)

I should also note that while this book will mainly focus on Millennial and Generation Z data, the behaviors it describes are not limited to those born during the last few decades. The themes I’ve uncovered during my research have less to do with age and everything to do with the modern world we’re living in. Plenty of Gen Xers and Boomers live similarly to tech-savvy Millennials. They, too, are often online, keep their phones bedside at night, know that Kim Kardashian is married to Kanye West, and can easily identify a stellar rendition of a poke bowl.

Most studies categorize demographically rather than psychographically, which is why in this book I rely mostly on data around Millennials and Generation Z, where we see these novel behaviors concentrated. But worry not, you digitally astute Gen Xers and Boomers: I see you. I recognize that the year you were born does not dictate your habits or desires. The best indication of someone’s wants and needs in this Digital Age is how they spend their days. Therefore, when I am speaking about those of any age whose lives are steeped in this quick-paced, screen-based world, I will refer to them as the Digital Generation.

By the same token, there are plenty of Millennials and Gen Zers who simply don’t fall into the category of digitally savvy—who don’t have a Facebook page, have no idea what Snapchat Lenses are, and honestly do not care one bit about Monsanto, gluten, or CBD. It’s important for us not to forget these folks, nor assume that all Millennials and Gen Zers fulfill their needs via the same mechanisms.

It’s for this reason, in my evaluation of the Hungry Study data, that I do not rely simply on demographic divides but also on psychographic subgroups, such as the Tech-Tethered Cohort—those who express anxiety when away from their devices—and Pro-Social Dieters—who attach a strong value system to their ways of eating.

Here, I hope to reveal not just what the trends are but why they are the trends, all while digging into human truths, avenues to well-being, and the realities of our digital world. People today aren’t just hungry for avocado toast and “likes”; we’re hungry for meaning and a life worth living. By exploring our motivations and these transformative trends, we can, perhaps, all walk away with a new understanding of today’s Digital Generation, and a greater sense of how to fulfill our deepest needs and find happiness in today’s tech-obsessed world.



*Food is not just influencing where we stay, but often where we travel to. More than two-thirds of US Millennials will recommend a destination entirely based on cuisine, according to a survey commissioned by food company Harry & David and reported in “Intrepid Adventure Travel Index 2018.”

*The Organic Trade Association reports in “Millennials and Organic: A Winning Combination” that the shopping habits of Millennial parents have spurred the more than 200 percent rise in US organic produce sales between 2005 and 2015. Among US parents, more than half (52 percent) of organic buyers are Millennials. And according to a 2017 Mintel survey of ten thousand individuals, this behavior pattern holds true in France, Germany, Poland, Spain, and Italy as well.

*According to the 2018 Technomic Future of FSR Consumer Trend Report, 41 percent of Generation Zers who dine at a high-end restaurant attend the meal with their “partners,” 34 percent are with family, 26 percent with friends, and 15 percent dine alone.

†For some college students, the craving for high-end and sustainable coffee has become so essential that they’re complaining to their universities. According to a September 6, 2017, story by Quint Forgey and Patrick McGroarty in the Wall Street Journal, titled “College Activists March on the Cafeteria: What Do We Want? Hydroponic Cilantro!”, Virginia Tech’s head of dining services flew to Nicaragua to handpick the free-trade, organic coffee beans now used at the school in an effort to assuage the coffee-coveting student body.

‡Foodie-mocking memes abound. “Care to see pictures of every meal I’ve ordered in a restaurant in the past 45 years?” one Bizarro cartoon reads, with the caption “Future Millennial Grandparents.”

*The year 2012 marked the lowest rate of youth employment in the US since the government started keeping records in 1948.

*In 2016, median earnings for college grads stood at $24.99 per hour, about 1.5 percent less than in 2000, according to the Economic Policy Institute. The Federal Reserve notes that US Millennials are less well off than members of earlier generations when they were at the same life stage, noting this generation’s “lower earnings, fewer assets and less wealth,” as written in “Are Millennials Different?” published in Finance and Economics Discussion, November 2018.

†US Census data shows that only 39 percent of Millennials owned homes in 2015, compared to 47.5 percent for that same age group in 2007.

*“House prices are so inflated, particularly in London, that the Bank of Mum and Dad now helps fund 26 [percent] of all property transactions in the UK, providing deposits for more than 298,000 mortgages in 2016,” reports Sophie Smith for the Telegraph. “That means the Bank of Mum and Dad has become the equivalent of the ninth-biggest mortgage lender in the UK.”

†While over a third of Americans say they can’t afford to fund a retirement plan because they don’t have enough money, and a shocking 60 percent of adults don’t have enough money in savings to cover a $1,000 emergency expense, Americans spend an average of $18,000 a year on “nonessentials,” the most frequent of which includes restaurant meals, drinks, and delivery food, according to a survey by One-Poll and insurance company Ladder, reports Maurie Backman for USA Today.




CHAPTER ONE

transparency & anxiety

We hopped in our DiDi ride share and ventured across the city. The sky was a persistent pale gray—as though someone had lassoed all the blue and hit “delete”—a constant reminder of Beijing’s suffocating pollution. The car dropped my translator, Ellen,* and me on a bustling street, in front of a building just as silver as the air above. There, we saw the logo we were looking for: a small cartoon face of a hippopotamus.

We had arrived at the flagship location of Hema Xiansheng, e-commerce giant Alibaba’s new-age grocery store. In English, the name (盒马鲜生) roughly translates to “packaged freshness,” but when mis-pronounced in Mandarin with the final tone going up instead of down, it has a different translation: “Mr. Hippo.” The punny mascot sets the tone for a grocery experience that feels more like a trip to an amusement park than down the frozen food aisle.

The store entrance was flanked by miniature blue shopping carts for children; above, dreamy, iridescent images of clamshells, starfish, and other aquatic creatures silently floated on a panoramic bright blue screen running along the ceiling’s edge, a cue that Ellen and I were walking directly into Hema’s famed seafood section. Inside, open tubs of abalone, oysters, and mantis shrimp greeted us. “Please use a net for the aquarium,” a sign read in both Mandarin and English. A young woman dressed in a white fedora and Gucci T-shirt stood across the tank from Ellen and me. She used one hand to hold her phone to her ear and the other to scoop up the shrimp she desired using a bright orange net.

The adjacent tank housed an undulating carpet of gray turbo flatfish. Above, a sign told us they were “fresh” from Huludao, Liaoning, a seaside city northeast of Beijing. “High in polyglycoprotein content, delicious,” the sign read.

Across the aisle, there were stacked tanks filled with giant lobsters, geoduck, and crabs. Each aquarium sported a small white card that provided the name and price of the swimming invertebrates, along with a pattern that looked like a miniature black and white magic eye puzzle. This was the unique product QR code. Ellen reached into her purse for her phone and opened the Hema app so she could test the feature we had trekked all this way to see. She bent down, eye to eye with a tank of bubble-blowing crabs, held out her phone, and snapped the matrix barcode on display.

“Let’s see,” she said, looking down at her screen.

In seconds, a page loaded with a crisp picture of a bright red crab against a pure white background. With Ellen’s quick translation, I learned that we were standing in front of Canadian Fresh Treasure Crab. Customer reviews commented on the product. “So good,” one person wrote, “except that I didn’t buy enough, haha.” As Ellen continued to scroll, we reached a step-by-step recipe for Scallion Treasure Crab. With all the details available to us, the crustaceans pinching and puttering in the tank came to life in a whole new way. I could imagine their path from Canada all the way to the store in Beijing, and picture myself cracking into a stir-fried claw.

Impressed, we decided to try another product. We walked a few steps to our left, into the produce section and its mountains of colorful fruits and vegetables, and stopped in front of a package of white mushrooms that pillowed out like pom-poms. Ellen reopened the Hema app and scanned the correlating QR code. A picture appeared of the farm where the fungi grew and we learned that the agribusiness sources its energy from solar panels.

“That’s pretty cool,” I remarked, of both the app and the eco-friendly shrooms. Ellen seemed equally impressed.

We continued to meander, pausing every few feet to try out our new superpower. Eventually, we landed in the butcher section. I picked up a package of bone-in meat wrapped in a gold and white label and whipped out my own phone, also loaded with the Hema app. I was holding Zhili Organic Black Pig Bone, sourced from pigs raised on a pure-grain diet. I scrolled down to learn more about the thick trotter slices.

The pigs were raised in Baoding City in Hebei Province, ninety-three miles southwest of Beijing. “Rest assured,” the text declared, set atop an image of an ivory foot bone with striations of bright red flesh attached to it that looked a whole lot like the product I held in my hand.

As I continued to scroll, I saw a picture of a tiny black pig mid-dive between a metal slide and a pool of wavy gray water. Fellow pigs paddled in front of him. “Diving pigs,” the image was labeled. From afar, the scene could easily have been mistaken for a picture of kids at summer camp frolicking in a lake. Below that, three additional photos captured the pigs at ages zero to three months, four to five months, and six to ten months, each captioned with information on what they ate and the activities they were exposed to at each life stage. (Camp Zhili Organic Black Pig activities include diving and swimming in the summer and running in the winter.)

Below the images of the merry piglets were product attributes, including “high-protein fascia,” and then a brand introduction with a brief history of the pork processing company, including their address. Next, images appeared that most Western meat eaters try to avoid. Under a red-and-black section title that assured “strictly controlled” “scientific management,” I saw pictures of swine carcasses hanging in a row, snouts toward the ground, with men in deep-blue jumpsuits inspecting the blush-toned skins. Another photograph showed the workers alone, dressed in hooded, all-white medical garb, with their mouths and noses covered by light blue masks. At the bottom of the lengthy parallax scroll were images of the company’s three “comprehensive” organic certification forms, including nutrition tests from both Beijing and Hebei Province. “Good water, good Earth, good pork,” it concluded.1 It felt as though I had every possible detail about this product right there at my fingertips.

Hema’s parent company, Alibaba, has found immense success with the grocery chain. They have opened over 160 Hema stores in twenty-one Chinese cities since their 2015 launch and have plans to open about two thousand additional branches in the next few years.2 Many shoppers find the innovative consumer experience enthralling. But their success raises the question: Why do we want to know all this stuff?

Hema’s app requires endless updating from stocked brands as well as the company’s staff . . . all to tell me that my mushrooms were grown using solar power, that my crab is best prepared with scallions, and that the pig feet I’m about to simmer into a stew come from animals who once paddled in pools? Why is this transparency-centric shopping experience revolutionizing the Chinese grocery market?

Our Basic Safety Needs

Every day, we look for people, institutions, theories, or products that we can trust. This search is a small part of a much larger, perpetual human desire: for safety.

All of us—no matter our race, socioeconomic status, or religion—share a deep desire for the things vital to our survival, such as reliable shelter, food, sleep, and sex, and our bodies are hardwired to reward us for securing these essentials. Yet we yearn not just for the physical fundamentals of safety, but also for a sense of safety.

Over the last many decades, researchers across many scientific disciplines, from psychology to sociology, have determined that we feel safe when we feel that we’re in control. Dozens of studies illustrate that those with a greater internal locus of control—a belief that success or failure, security or danger, lies within our own hands—report higher rates of well-being.3 This makes rational sense: We feel less anxious if we’re confident in our own abilities to protect ourselves, and that our fates are not simply at the mercy of others, or luck. But how do we secure this sense of autonomy?

One way we can gain a sense of control is through knowledge. In 2009, Ethan Bromberg-Martin, senior scientist in the Department of Neuroscience at Washington University School of Medicine in St. Louis, found that the very same neural systems that urge us to find food also encourage us to seek out information.4 Every time we learn something new, our bodies ping us with the feel-good hormone dopamine.5 Our brains reward us for acquiring new insights.

“We actually do have a hunger for knowledge,” Bromberg-Martin said with enthusiasm over the phone. This hunger, he noted, is part of our evolutionary fitness; people who know what’s up are, hypothetically, in less danger. Consider the evolutionary advantage knowledge can bring: areas with a sick tribe to avoid, a coming storm, where the bison like to roam, or what plants are poisonous. Any form of information places us in a greater position to avoid threats, or secure those survival basics like food and water. And so, we became informavores: animals that seek and digest information.6

Our search for safety and desire for details is particularly salient in the context of food. Nature, as any botanist will tell you, is mother to many lethal concoctions: water hemlock, nightshade berries, and white snakeroot all hold deadly toxins, as just a few examples. What we eat can kill us. And as such, we have a natural skittishness around food, and exhibit many subtle, adaptive behaviors that help us better avoid these baleful bites.

For example, it’s common for children to become picky eaters once they learn to walk. One can easily imagine the dangers avoided by becoming a youthful culinary skeptic. Just think of what could happen to a toddler, waddling about on the plains or along a city street, if they eagerly picked up anything in sight and stuck it in their mouth.

In a similar fashion, multiple studies show that children are more likely to eat foods that they have repeatedly observed a trusted friend or adult eating.7 Once children see that a food is safe, they are more willing to consume it.

These ancient instincts show up in adult consumer preferences as well. As one example, people seem to prefer products with clear origins, which some have hypothesized is because knowing where a food comes from or how it was processed provides a sense of safety.8 Recent studies show that people consider a product to be of higher quality when its origin is known,9 and these sourcing details can even make an eating experience more satisfying.10

“If there’s a good story about what you’re eating, [for example] that the animal has had a good life or that the wild garlic (ramson) has been picked in a certain forest,” the meal will be more satisfying, an eighteenyear-old female focus group participant commented in one study, noting the impact of knowing a food’s “story.” “Don’t know if it can override the actual taste experience. But it can help,” she added.11

This is one reason why a technology like Hema’s app can be a potent attraction for shoppers. What Hema is offering is not just groceries, but endless knowledge about each item: where it’s sourced, by whom, at what time. These insights feed an innate craving lying within each of us to understand what it is that we are putting inside our bodies. The more information, the better. Would I enjoy the Zhili pig trotters more knowing they come from happy, swimming pigs? Science says yes.

Additional studies have found that regional products are more successful when their characteristics match consumer expectations of that location.12 This means that an extra-virgin olive oil from Greece will be more trusted than an extra-virgin olive oil from Thailand. This is our evolutionary poison detector on display, looking for signs of deception within our food sources.

Modern food trends and consumer demands reflect this desire to know our food. In one survey, more than half of 1,300 respondents from across North America, Europe, and Asia-Pacific said that they were willing to pay 10 percent more for a food or drink product if it contained known, trusted ingredients, and that recognition of ingredients was one of the biggest reported drivers of product choice.13 The 2017 James Beard Foundation Consumer Research Project came up with similar data: Of one thousand individuals surveyed, over three-quarters said they “want to know where their food comes from” and the “environmental impact” of those foods.14

It makes sense that people prefer some knowledge of what it is that they’re consuming, even if that intel is limited to a product’s country of origin or that taking a bite of it didn’t kill their friend.

The trouble is, we know less about our food today than perhaps ever before.

All We Don’t Know

In recent years, our desire for food knowledge has run into a unique hurdle: Human beings have never been more detached from our food sources than we are today.

Up until the last century or two, by and large, we knew the people who grew our food, who cared for the soil, who raised our livestock. Historically, most people harvested and butchered their own food or purchased goods from reliable sources. We didn’t look for a certificate of proof to corroborate any claims, because we didn’t have to; if we didn’t know the farmer personally, we at least trusted the person we purchased the item from—a well-known vendor was there to vouch for the quality and safety of their wares.

While spices and other exotic delicacies like grains, nuts, oils, fruit, and wine have long been traded via road systems and sailing routes dating back to the Roman Empire, large-scale trade was impossible until the advent of refrigeration, which didn’t arise until the nineteenth century. The first commercial refrigeration ship set sail for England in the late 1800s, departing New Zealand’s shores with approximately five thousand mutton and lamb carcasses aboard.

After home refrigeration became widespread in the 1940s, the shelf-stable and frozen processed food industries blossomed, and advertising agencies began to sell the concepts of convenience and sanitary factory-made foods. Since that time, our grocery aisles have become exponentially more global. Modern preservation and transportation technologies have turned ingredients into assets to pick, package, and ship anywhere around the world.

“The origins of the food, in our ancestral environment, were very local. We knew the origin of our foods, for sure, because you got it yourself,” prolific evolutionary culture psychologist Paul Rozin pointed out to me over the phone from his home in Pennsylvania. “We don’t know where our food comes from anymore. It doesn’t come from one place, but many places all over the world. Where does an Oreo cookie come from? My gosh, I don’t know,” he said with a chuckle.

The globalization of our food system has accelerated in recent decades, a trend exemplified by the US produce market. In 2000, just 12 percent of fresh and processed vegetables consumed in the US were imported. By 2016, the import share increased to over 30 percent for fresh vegetables and 22 percent for processed vegetables.15 As of 2018, the majority of fresh fruit and nearly a third of fresh vegetables purchased by Americans came from other countries.16 Other categories of food are even more heavily reliant on international commerce; 80 percent of fish consumed in the United States is caught in waters outside our borders.17

The same trends are reflected in China. Just a few decades ago, towns relied on their own harvests to make it through the year. Now, even in remote outskirts, locals can get fresh crabs—perhaps those Canadian Fresh Treasure Crabs—delivered within a day via drone, as I learned on a media trip to the Beijing headquarters of Jingdong, the second biggest e-commerce company in China.

Meanwhile, economic waves of the last century have pushed people from the fields toward factories and desks. Over the last two hundred years, the number of agriculture jobs has plummeted, due in part to automation, globalized commerce, and, most recently, climate instability and diminishing crop returns. With this shift, our collective knowledge of food production has dwindled to a pitiful state of ignorance. While the vast majority of Americans say that how a food is grown or raised influences their purchases, the same number admit they know nothing or very little about farming.18 Most people today don’t even know a farmer.

Just how removed from our food system have most of us become? Let’s take a quick quiz. Think of a run-of-the-mill cheeseburger. Can you identify whether the meat patty, cheese, lettuce, tomato, pickle, onion, and bun each come from a plant or an animal? If so, which plants and animals?

In 2010, Alexander Hess, an agricultural teacher at Davis High School in Davis, California, and Cary Trexler, an associate professor of agricultural education at UC Davis, set out to explore elementary students’ grasp of the agricultural system.19 They interviewed eighteen ten- and eleven-year-olds, recruited from the Boys and Girls Club of Long Beach, California, and asked them to identify the seven components of a cheeseburger, state if each component originated from a plant or an animal, and describe the agricultural crop that produced the components.

Hess and Trexler found that only four students out of the eighteen knew that pickles are cucumbers. One student, Lynn, claimed confidently that pickles come from lions and tigers. Nine students stated that hamburger buns are made from animals and another four students said they just didn’t know if a bun was made from plants or animals.

The researchers also asked the students how food gets to their plates. Over half of the students appeared to have partially accurate understandings of the food system. They documented one conversation with a child named Denise:

INTERVIEWER (I): Why do we have farms?

DENISE (D): So we so we can have lots of food and stuff to drink.




	I:

	Lots of food and stuff to drink. And what do we get to drink that’s from the farm?




	D:

	What do we get? We get milk.




	I:

	What kind of food do we get from the farm?




	D:

	We get meat and chicken wings and pig feet.




	I:

	Where do you think they grow tomatoes?




	D:

	In the backyard.




	I:

	So you think Jack in the Box got their tomato from someone’s backyard?




	D:

	No.




	I:

	Where do you think they got it?




	D:

	The store.




	I:

	From the store, OK. Where do you think the store got it?




	D:

	I’m not sure.







Now, before you shake your head and lament, “Kids these days,” you should know that adults don’t fare much better. In the 1990s, the US Department of Agriculture interviewed over two thousand Americans to get a sense of our agricultural literacy. They found that one in eight respondents didn’t know that hamburgers come from cows.20 And before you say, “Oh, those ignorant Americans,” a 2015 survey of British youth found that one in five respondents did not know that bacon comes from pigs, while one in twenty survey takers believed that cheese comes from humans. Sixty percent didn’t know that lettuce grows in the ground, and nearly four out of five respondents didn’t know that broccoli is a plant.21 These findings are shocking until you consider how little time—if any—most people today spend on a farm. After all, one-third of the youth surveyed had never heard a cow or sheep noise in real life.

I asked Hess if he had been surprised by Lynn’s fantastical theory on the origins of pickles. “While her answers were wildly far from the desired understanding, or general expectation, this young lady was making meaning of the world with what she had been exposed to,” Hess wrote me. “The creativity and purposeful desire to make connections was wonderful; she just didn’t have a basic understanding to draw from.”

The students interviewed, he notes, “knew” that lettuce and pickles were plants. But, he said, “Seeing a pickle on a hamburger, iceberg lettuce in a salad, or a bowl with salsa is still disconnected from growing, processing, and experiencing edible plants.”

Because of this knowledge gap, the vast majority of today’s eaters are unable to accurately judge origin stories or even product safety for themselves. Instead, they have handed off this responsibility to government regulation agencies and large food companies. No longer able to rely on our direct, internal judgments about our food, we have, in recent years, shifted to reliance on external sources.

An external locus of control is a person, concept, or institution outside the self that helps us feel protected—be it government, God, or Grandma Nan’s undeniably accurate premonitions. In Motivation and Personality, Maslow argues that we all want a sense of “security; stability; dependency; protection; freedom from fear, from anxiety and chaos; need for structure, order, law, limits; strength in the protector; and so on.”22 Often, societal structures like regulations and religion become external resources to fulfill these emotional needs. “The peaceful, smoothly running, ‘good’ society ordinarily makes its members feel safe enough from wild animals, extremes of temperature, criminals, assault and murder, tyranny, etc.,” writes Maslow. Whether it’s a social code of conduct or a belief that a higher power is offering us protection, these external forms of control are essential “adaptive tools” that can quell fears of things outside our purview. When these emotional needs go unfulfilled, Maslow notes, our well-being is compromised by worry, stress, and anxiety.

In our modern industrialized food system, where the eater has largely been removed from the growing and sourcing process, the very practical responsibility of keeping the eater safe now falls on food companies and all others who have a hand in the supply chain. When it comes to what we eat, the pressure is on our external forms of control to make us feel secure and protected.

The problem is, sometimes others fail to uphold the same safety standards that we, as individuals, would enforce ourselves.

Food Fraud

Since the turn of the twenty-first century, Chinese citizens have become accustomed to the idea that they can’t trust their food. In the early 1980s, China underwent an unexpected shift toward capitalism. After the death of Mao Zedong in 1978, Deng Xiaoping became leader of the People’s Republic of China and, in a momentous policy change, began to encourage private business enterprises. Slowly, autonomy seeped into China’s Communist culture. Citizens were allowed to take on second jobs; they no longer needed approval from their “work units” to get married or divorced, or travel outside the country.

Soon, money, esteem, and success began to dominate Chinese culture. The average Chinese income catapulted from $200 in 1978 to $6,000 in 2014—a staggering 3,000 percent rise in less than four decades. It was during this time that the Chinese attitude toward personal success also underwent an abrupt one-eighty. The bourgeoisie were no longer vilified but revered. Suddenly, it was anyone’s race to the top. And with this race came a lot of cutting corners.

In his book aptly titled The Age of Ambition, American journalist Evan Osnos, who lived in China from 2005 to 2013, documents the rapid development of a capitalistic culture. By 2007, the top 10 percent of city-based Chinese were earning 9.2 times as much as the bottom 10 percent, Osnos writes. “The more that people became aware of the widening gap, the more desperate they became” to not be left behind.

The wealthier and growing urban populations had new food desires: more meat and bigger portions. Inexperienced and pressured farmers began to rely heavily on pesticides and hormones to boost production speeds and lower costs. These tactics spurred noxious results that continue to plague the modern Chinese food system: contaminated water, soil, and air. Issues like irresponsible livestock management conjure headlines that haunt many.

For example, in March 2013, sixteen thousand dead pigs were discovered floating down the Huangpu River, a Yangtze River tributary that provides drinking water to Shanghai. There were more pigs than fish in the river, a forty-eight-year-old local fisherwoman wryly told a reporter for The Guardian,23 as a dead piglet, partially submerged in the polluted black and green bayou, bobbed like a buoy near her feet. Early tests of the river hogs confirmed they died of contagious porcine circovirus, but Shanghai’s municipal water department maintained its conviction that the water met national standards for safe drinking water.

Stories of fraudulent food have become disturbingly commonplace as competitive suppliers routinely adulterate food items along the supply chain to augment output. Watermelons exploded after being treated with growth accelerator.24 Rancid mushrooms were bleached to look fresh.25 A recent discovery revealed that forty-year-old frozen meat, smuggled in through Vietnam, had infiltrated the poultry and beef markets.26 With each interview in China, I learned about a new food to fear: fake alcohol, adulterated honey, plastic rice and eggs, cardboard cabbages.*

I am an adventurous global eater. I have devoured tarantulas in Cambodia, squirming raw octopus in Korea, and charred pig intestines in Argentina. But I made an exception in China, where I purchased Australian muesli for breakfast instead of venturing out onto the streets for steamed buns or noodle soup. I didn’t feel sure of anything I ate, except for my time
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