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	INTRODUCTION


	Last year, for a story, I cut out sugar for two weeks. And I’m not talking just the white powdered stuff. Honey, maple syrup, fruit (except green apples) and most grains were banished from the menu—pretty much anything that might contribute to less than perfectly stable blood sugar.

	At first I felt good. You know how there’s the hunger that would make you shove aside multiple small children for an almond croissant, and then there’s the hunger that’s a pleasant reminder that your body would like some nourishment, please, whenever you get a chance? What I was feeling was the latter, and for the first few days, it felt good and virtuous to say no to the forbidden foods. Really, I thought the two weeks would be a piece of cake (not literally, of course) and my story pretty boring.

	But then. Then I started feeling like I was missing out. And the lethargy struck, as though my brain and body were crying out for glucose. I tried to go for a long run—I was training for a half marathon at the time—and had to keep taking walk breaks. My body just had nothing to give me, no energy reserves to pull from. I went home after that run and spent the rest of the day on the couch.

	So about a week in, I started adding the odd slice of toast or piece of fruit—though always with some protein and fat to keep the meal’s impact on my blood sugar low. And when the two weeks were up, I rewarded myself for the 14 long days of deprivation with all my favourite indulgent foods. And the four pounds I lost during those two weeks (which I had gained the month before on a two-week-long, cake-filled visit to Peru) came back again, along with a few more.

	Other than a couple of elimination diets for allergy-revealing purposes, it was my first real experience with the binge-purge cycle of a restrictive diet, allowing me to enter a not-so-restrictive club of, well, most North Americans these days. Many of us are trying to lose weight, and though we all know logically that we’ll eventually give up on any diet that makes us suffer—and, yes, gain the weight back again and more—we’re still searching for a solution, that magical trick that will allow us to enjoy our favourite foods and our favourite outfits. And I’m sure I’m not the only one wondering: Is there anything that really will work in a healthy and happy way? Or should I just throw in the towel, stop caring and head to the mall to update my wardrobe?

	I should stop for a moment to point out that I’m not, nor have I ever been, overweight. But as I’ve moved from my relatively skinny teens and early 20s into my mid-30s, the number on the scale has crept up and up despite my efforts to resist what our culture considers a normal part of getting old. And the official, on-the-chart line that divides healthy from needs-to-lose-a-few-pounds is getting very scarily close.

	I’m a health and fitness writer, not to mention a yoga teacher. I feel as though I should know better from my years of writing stories on nutrition and healthy eating, of giving everyone advice on how to live a healthy life. I could probably write a weight-loss article in my sleep. I know all the so-called secrets: get more sleep, eat more fibre, drink more water, fill up on vegetables, avoid sugary drinks, eat breakfast, and on and on. And the thing is, I even like healthy food. I adore kale, drink fresh fruit smoothies with abandon, prefer dark chocolate to milk, and enjoy the taste of whole grains. I’ve been vegetarian since my teens. I grew up with a garden in the backyard and real-food meals on my plate, with restaurants an occasional treat, not a regular occurrence. I don’t even drink that much, though I do have a pretty insatiable sweet tooth and a bad habit of baking things, then eating them. In short, the odds seem stacked in my favour.

	And yet. Even with all these advantages and some decent genetics (though it’s virtually impossible to tease apart nature and nurture), I can’t seem to escape the common fate of most people in the Western world. We’re inundated with brand-name diets and healthy-eating advice, with skinny celeb role models and endless scientific studies on what’s making us gain. And with few exceptions, none of us wants to be overweight. But despite all of this, despite most of us having tried to lose weight at least at some point, we keep getting fatter.

	Because of my experiences with and curiosity about the topic, a former colleague and current health editor at Canada’s Glow magazine asked me to write a story on dieting, which appeared in the summer 2012 issue. I spoke to doctors, real women with dieting experience, even a food writer who had found his own successful weight-loss formula, to get the story on why we’re gaining so much weight and why diets don’t seem to work.

	The trouble was, I had so much to say on the topic but not nearly enough space in the magazine. So I went back to my notes and to my thoughts, to some of my favourite books on dieting and healthy eating, and I expanded them. What I’ve written here is a more in-depth look at the topic of dieting than I was able to publish the first time around. I’ve looked at history, at cultural analysis, at the opinions of some of my friends, at my own experiences and at the countless stories I’ve read—and written—on dieting, on weight gain and loss, and on how our personal self-worth is affected by body image and how we look and feel.

	And what have I learned? There’s no magic trick that will get us instantly skinny and happy. Giving up on that idea is half the battle in reforming your relationship with your body. The rest is choosing how to live your life and making the decision to evolve your relationship with food, rather than letting culture, environment and food marketers decide it for you.


	
	

	CHAPTER 1:

	REAL WOMEN ON DIETING


	Modern life is a complicated thing. On top of all the other responsibilities in our lives, the pressure’s on to be both thin and fit, attractive and accomplished, squeezing in workouts and healthy meal prep in between work, family, social and community obligations. It’s a tough order.

	Even more than the pressure to stay slim, the funny thing nowadays is that it’s not entirely acceptable to say you’re trying to lose weight or cut calories, either, at least not among some groups of friends and colleagues. We have to be thin and fit effortlessly, able to scarf down a cheeseburger for lunch (“real women eat real food”) without putting on an ounce. After all, celebs manage to keep their weight down by going for walks and doing the odd yoga class while eating “normally,” right? (If you believe that works for any but the most genetically gifted, I have quite a few things I’d like to sell you.)


	A conversation about dieting

	Usually when working on a story, I interview subjects one by one, often on the phone and sometimes in person. But this time, instead of just conducting interviews, I wanted to have a conversation about dieting and body image in the 21st century, so I invited a few acquaintances over for an evening of calorie-free herbal tea, good-quality dark chocolate and deep self-analysis.

	We talked about body image, about getting older, about successes and failures in dieting and how they make us feel. Our conversation certainly jumped around a bit, but it all came down to a few simple truths.

	First, and unsurprisingly, we’re all unhappy when we put on weight. There was talk of feeling sad, guilty and out of control, and of feeling like our bodies weren’t our bodies anymore.

	But even more than personal guilt, there was a sense of lack of control because of the people in our lives, whether it’s partners we have to accommodate at mealtimes, children to care for or other family members or friends who influence our eating decisions. Even worse, weight gain and other negative side effects of medication came up, another form of losing control.

	We all agreed that we feel healthier and happier when we’re eating well and exercising—but that with our busy lives it’s all too easy to slip into habits of convenience and get stuck in the cycle of bad eating and not having enough energy to do anything about it.

	But most of all, we agreed that we’re extremely hesitant about developing major issues around food and highly aware that the risk is there. One in the group recalled meeting elderly friends of family members—women in their 70s—who were still trying to lose that last five pounds and unhappy they couldn’t do it. None of us wanted to end up that way, spending the rest of our lives—still decades, if all goes well—perpetually unhappy with our bodies. So we all sidestepped the idea of capital-D dieting, preferring instead to talk about eating healthier, cleansing, cutting out the junk and using tricks to eat better, like not shopping while hungry and simply keeping certain foods out of the house.

	Bottom line? We want to eat better and feel better, we want to lose weight, but we don’t want to develop an eating disorder in the process. Something I’m sure most women can agree on.


	

	CHAPTER 2:

	THE STATE OF WEIGHT


	There’s an interesting book out now called French Kids Eat Everything by a Canadian woman whose family moves to France. They go to daycare and there’s a menu that includes such fascinating things as endive and crazy shit I would never imagine my toddler eating. She says, “Okay, I’ll pack their lunch,” and the daycare says no—[the child] will eat what is presented to her or she doesn’t eat.

	What she’s saying is the way that we enable our children and how they learn to eat turns eating into a crutch. The number one thing that I do when the baby’s upset is I give him a snack, and that calms him down emotionally. The French don’t have that. The ritual is around the meal, not necessarily the food. They don’t let the kids play with the food—they’re taught that food is to be eaten, it’s not a source of pleasure. Kids are not fussy, they eat all kinds of crazy things that you couldn’t imagine North American kids eating.

	—Erica


	If you were to travel from 200 years ago to the present day, you would notice a couple of things. First, we really are fatter than we used to be, especially in North America. Second, we are apparently obsessed with losing the weight, if magazine covers, TV shows and book titles are any indication. We have a very obvious conflict in our society between reality and desire when it comes to our size—and our health. And it’s not easy to untangle the two.


	An obesity crisis?

	We know the statistics, and we know they’re getting worse. But to recap, in the United States, according to 2009–2010 data, 35.7 percent of adults were obese, defined as having a body mass index (BMI) over 30. This is a dramatic increase from 1990, when, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, no US state had an obesity rate higher than 15 percent; in 2009, by contrast, 12 states had an obesity prevalence of at least 30 percent.

	In Canada, the picture is better but not by much: the 2007–2009 self-reported obesity rate was 17 percent, though authorities put it at more like 25 percent—double what’s on record for 1981. And around the world, more and more countries are rivalling us for top spot. In Argentina, for instance, according to the World Health Organization (WHO), the obesity rate sits at about 37 percent.

	According to the WHO, worldwide obesity rates have doubled since 1980, with more than 1.4 billion adults around the world categorized as obese in 2008. And while starvation and being underweight are still deadly problems in many countries, 65 percent of the global population lives in countries where it’s being overweight rather than underweight that’s causing health problems.


	Why we’re getting fatter

	A lot of factors are contributing to global weight gain, but the crux of the matter is that on a regular basis we’re simply eating more calories than our bodies can use, so the excess gets stored as fat—and

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Fat and cultural judgment
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