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For Josh, who beat the odds








we are each other’s harvest:

we are each other’s business:

we are each other’s magnitude and bond.

 — GWENDOLYN BROOKS, “PAUL ROBESON”



What I want is so simple I almost can’t say it: elementary kindness. Enough to eat, enough to go around. The possibility that kids might one day grow up to be neither the destroyers nor the destroyed.

 — BARBARA KINGSOLVER, ANIMAL DREAMS








Preface

Outstretched on a hospital bed, I clutched Veda’s slippery body close to my chest as she stared up at me for the first time, her wrinkly right hand wrapped around my thumb. At six pounds, five ounces and twenty-one inches long, my daughter stretched from my collar down to my hip bone. I took her in, admiring her full head of thick black hair, ten scaly fingers, ten stubby toes, and the surfboard-shaped birthmark above her left thigh. As I stared into her soft brown eyes, my heart swelled. It’s you, I thought. It’s been you all along.

The moment I met Veda was the moment I discovered a new, surprising kind of love. I had known the love a daughter feels toward her parents, a sister toward her brothers, and a wife toward her husband. But this love felt different. It was searingly visceral and uniquely overwhelming. For months, I had envisioned what feelings might arise upon finally meeting my daughter. I knew that I would care deeply for her. But what made my love for Veda distinct was this: At its core was an enormous, at times overpowering, feeling of responsibility. From her first moments resting on my chest up until today, I have not been able to separate my love for my daughter from the immense ownership I feel for her well-being.

Pregnancy provided the training grounds for this feeling. As Veda grew inside of me over the course of nine months, my sense of responsibility for her also ballooned. My body was her home. We were separate people, but we were inseparable. That inseparability made it challenging for me to act without first considering that action’s impact on her. I longed to be a self-assured, composed pregnant woman who “trusted the process” and knew her baby would be fine. But I was not that woman, and trying to be her proved fruitless. Every one of my behaviors held potential implications for Veda. Was it okay to use a certain skin cream? Had I accidentally eaten unpasteurized cheese at a holiday party? Would sleeping on my back deprive her of oxygen? When Veda was born, I knew these kinds of questions would only multiply.

Fourteen minutes after Veda’s arrival in the world, a postpartum nurse appeared at my bedside. It was time for my daughter to eat, she said, giving me a warm smile. The nurse gently scooted Veda up on my chest, then guided her nose and mouth toward the source of milk. My eyes focused on Veda, and I held my breath in anticipation.

By the time Veda was born, in 2019, I had already spent five years as a sociology graduate student researching the trials and tribulations of feeding children. That work, combined with countless conversations among friends and family about the challenges of breastfeeding, meant that I was braced for this moment. I expected nothing to be easy about feeding my daughter, now or in the future. Today I’d struggle with nursing a baby. In a year, I’d navigate a toddler’s pickiness. In a decade, I’d face a teenager’s love of fast food. When it came to food, the road ahead, as far as I could see, was anything but smooth.

Her skin glued to mine, Veda could barely open her eyes. I tracked her closely as she sniffed around. Then the nurse craned Veda’s head back, and my daughter’s tiny pink mouth opened. I watched her head fling forward as she clamped down on my breast and began to drink.

Thank God. I exhaled, feeling more relief than happiness. That nursing was physically painful was completely irrelevant. My daughter was eating. And if she was eating, that meant she was fine. Great, even. For a moment, I felt satisfied. I was ensuring Veda’s well-being. I was a good mom.

This was the first of many moments over the coming days, weeks, months, and years during which I would hold my breath. My husband, Ansu, also felt ownership for Veda’s well-being, but biology significantly raised the stakes for me. As the parent using my own body to literally grow our daughter every single moment of every single day, I often felt like I had no respite from my responsibility for her.

Society has only reinforced my maternal sense of accountability for Veda. One particularly fraught setting for me — where I often feel reminded most viscerally of this accountability — has been our pediatrician’s office. During those office visits, my daughter’s height, weight, and body mass index (BMI) is fastidiously monitored to track her nutrition and development. On Veda’s third day of life, Ansu and I brought her in for a routine checkup. In the exam room, we undressed her, fumbling like the new parents we were as we pulled her green-and-white-striped onesie up over her head and removed her diaper. Gingerly, Ansu placed her on the scale to be weighed.

“Let’s see how good of a job Mom is doing,” the nurse said cheerily, turning the scale on.

In that moment, my heart sank.

I knew the medical questions that lay behind the nurse’s casual comment, and I assumed her intentions were good. I felt confident that she wasn’t trying to single me out or place an added weight on my shoulders. She wanted to know how much Veda had been eating. She wanted to see whether my daughter had gained any ounces since being discharged from the hospital. These were reasonable questions about a newborn’s development. But these were not the questions the nurse had asked. Instead, she had conveyed a very different message to me — one that made clear that I was only as good a mother as the number on that scale revealed. My daughter’s body, I now understood, was feedback about my parenting.

Food is foundational. We eat multiple times a day from the day we are born to the day we die. To eat is to live. By extension, to feed others is to provide the means for them to survive and thrive. When parents feed their children, they act on an almost primal instinct to nourish their kids physically and emotionally. As a parent, to feed your children well is to succeed; to feed them poorly or to struggle to feed at all is to fail.

This book is about feeding families and the weight that bears on parents from all walks of life. Feeding, like any act of love, is both challenging and fulfilling. There are moments of frustration, triumph, and comic relief. But in this time and place — America in the twenty-first century — feeding has become both an extremely difficult task and a high-stakes parenting endeavor. Parents today feed their children against a national backdrop of mounting inequalities in wealth and health; a food environment increasingly saturated with sugar, salt, and fat; rising rates of childhood and adult obesity; and an insidious national discourse that emphasizes personal over social responsibility. This broader context shapes the obstacles parents today must overcome to fill kids’ stomachs. It also showcases parents’ creativity and devotion.

What parents feed their kids — and what gets eaten within families — also has profound implications for society at large. All of us were once kids ourselves. Most of us grew up within a family. That family may have taken different shapes — with one or two parents, with few or multiple generations, with or without siblings — but whatever the particulars, the food practices of our childhoods have had ripple effects extending into our adulthoods. As kids, we learned — either through explicit conversation or by observation — what and how to eat. We learned what constitutes a meal, what’s “healthy” and “unhealthy,” what foods are meant for daily consumption and what foods are reserved for special occasions. Our childhood diets cultivated our taste buds, familiarizing us with certain flavors and cultural traditions. Whether we identify today with what we ate as kids — whether we eat the same things our parents ate or whether we’ve paved new dietary paths for ourselves — what we saw, touched, smelled, and tasted as kids affects what we consume now. What we learned about nourishing ourselves then affects how we nourish ourselves today. And all of these lessons influence how we then nourish the next generation. While this is a book about how parents feed their kids, its stories, lessons, and relevance extend to every single one of us.

This book is a work of nonfiction. It is the product of years of ethnographic research on families’ diets, most of which I conducted as a doctoral student in sociology at Stanford University. The people, places, and events I describe are real.

I carried out this research with the approval of Stanford University’s institutional review board, an organizational body that oversees and protects the rights and welfare of people who participate in research studies. Everyone I spoke with consented to be part of a scientific study and all were made fully aware that their perspectives would be anonymously reported in journal articles and, potentially, a book. To safeguard the privacy and ensure the anonymity of my research participants, I replaced their real names with pseudonyms and altered any details that could help identify them, like the particular suburbs they lived in or the companies they worked for. I promised participants anonymity first and foremost for their own protection. But this promise also granted them the freedom to speak candidly without fear of one day having their identities disclosed.

To represent my research participants and to reconstruct events and conversations as accurately as possible, I used thousands of pages of field notes, interview transcripts, e-mails, and text records. From this extensive documentation I have edited quotations for length and, when absolutely necessary, clarity. I kept these edits as minimal as possible to allow the richness and diversity of individuals’ voices and personalities to shine through. The families that participated in my research brought incredible generosity, candor, and vulnerability to our interactions. My aim here is to bring their experiences, struggles, and triumphs to life as truthfully and empathetically as possible.

“What’s your goal with all this?” Joaquin Vargas, a stay-at-home father of two, asked me one afternoon. Joaquin was one of the first parents I interviewed for my research. Two cups of tea between us, refilled after almost two hours spent discussing his family’s diet, Joaquin was curious to know whether he’d ever hear of me and my research again. Other parents echoed Joaquin’s question. What was the point of all this work?

It’s a question I’d often asked myself as well. At first, my principal goal was to contribute to social science research, an objective typically achieved through publishing articles in academic journals. I enjoyed — in fact, I still enjoy — much of this process. The deep and dynamic analysis of thousands of pages of interview transcripts and field notes, the grappling with sociological theory, and the challenge of ushering in data to substantiate an argument — accomplishing these tasks transformed me from a student into a sociologist. But I also felt called to reach broader audiences with my work and to move beyond the peer-review process to participate in a more public conversation. I began writing op-eds and doing radio and TV interviews about my research for outlets like the Los Angeles Times, Univision, and the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. These led to further media appearances around the country and e-mails from physicians, researchers, students, parents, and activists with whom my research resonated. It was gratifying to engage with others about my work. In using my research to bring new data and ideas to public discourse, influence readers’ views, and instigate conversation on issues I cared about, I felt, for the first time, that my work might actually help people.

These experiences gave me the answer to Joaquin’s question. I wanted to write a book — this book — and a particular one at that. Books about food and diet are numerous. And I’ve spent years poring through them, carefully underlining passages, highlighting arguments, and scribbling my own notes in the margins. Having immersed myself in these texts for over a decade, I’ve noticed a shared trait: Books about food are often filled with insights or advice that makes us feel bad about how we are eating. They tell us that we should follow a plant-based diet or that our TV dinners are irreparably harming the planet. Because these books, informative as they may be, tend to be highly prescriptive, they can inadvertently make us more judgmental. They can encourage us to be increasingly critical of ourselves and others. This is a different kind of book. I hope you will find it short on judgment and long on empathy and evidence about the feeding challenges that unite and divide families across American society.

My professional role as a sociologist — and my own personal identities — are also woven into the story that follows. For years, I have written scientific articles partially in the passive voice: interviews were conducted, observations were made, data were analyzed. Such scientific norms have never bothered me, but they underscore how we scholars tend to abstract ourselves out of our research. Whether to sound more sophisticated or feign a veil of objectivity, we can make it seem as though we, as researchers, are nothing more than tools through which scientific truth is uncovered and knowledge is produced.

Yet try as we might, we are always a part of the research. As scientists, we cannot help but bring ourselves — how we identify, our past experiences, the biases we hold, the assumptions we’d rather not admit to — into the work we do. The research featured in this book exists only because I conducted it. I was the one who approached families at food banks, department stores, pharmacies, and gas stations. I designed the interview questions that asked parents about their kids’ favorite snacks or whether they had ever not had enough to eat. I stood on my tiptoes to grab moms cartons of cereal from top supermarket shelves, chopped cherry tomatoes for salads, pulled frozen pizzas out of ovens, and sat beside kids at kitchen counters. I wrote up the field notes from my observations, analyzed the data over cups of tea at my own kitchen counter, and put the words to the pages you’re reading now. All of these things made me part of the research that features in this book.

What follows here is my earnest attempt to be transparent about what it was like to be there and how I have come to understand those experiences. For a scientist, there can be safety in hiding behind a third-person voice and vulnerability in exposing one’s own subjectivity through a first-person narrative. At the risk of criticism, I have chosen the latter. Throughout this book, I share not only what I saw but also what I thought, felt, questioned, and contended with over the years. My hope is that exposing this hidden part of the research process will bring clarity and context to you as a reader and help you understand how I arrived at my central arguments.

I brought to this research my own history and my own relationship with food. These reflect the multiple identities I hold as a biracial, second-generation South Asian American, highly educated millennial woman. As with most people’s, my story with food began before I was born. What I know starts with my father, who grew up in India, and my mother, who was raised in both France and the United States. My parents’ paths crossed in 1976 in New York City. That their first date was at a steak house aptly foreshadows meat as a dietary staple in our household.1

As in most American families, my mother was in charge of food at home. Her own childhood experiences shaped how she approached that task.

“I have great memories of food, and I have terrible memories of food,” she explained to me one afternoon. Her fond memories were formed on both sides of the ocean. Some took place in Normandy, France’s northwesternmost region, in her maternal grandmother’s home. Normandy is filled with sparsely populated farmland: gently rolling hills dotted with cows and sheep, scattered houses framed by stone walls, and the occasional roadside stand selling fresh apple cider. My mother loved the food of Normandy; she delighted in warm baguettes with thick slabs of bright yellow butter, fatty soft cheeses, rich mashed potatoes, slow-cooked pork chops, and any and all vegetables my grandmother grew in the backyard. My mother similarly reveled in many of the dishes she ate during the summers that she spent in New York City. Her father, who was of Russian Jewish descent, would take her to Jewish delis in Manhattan, where they would enjoy pastrami sandwiches and dill pickles. On Saturdays, they would hop on the ferry to Staten Island for ice cream. Sunday nights meant Chinese food.

My mother’s terrible memories of food were equally as sharp, centered mainly on the dishes her mother prepared. My grandmother, a petite Frenchwoman with an eye for order, placed severe restrictions around food. My mother was forbidden to eat American junk food. Portion sizes and snacks were limited, and my mother recalls feeling hunger pangs in the hours leading up to late dinners. But what my mother remembers most is being forced to eat foods that she loathed. Just the thought of a particular sour cream and green pepper salad is enough to make her shudder even now, sixty years later.

“I didn’t want to do that to you,” my mom told me, smiling. “I wanted you to love food.”

For my mother, loving food meant having some say in what one ate. As a result, I grew up with very few dietary restrictions. My mom said no to some things — Twinkies and Cocoa Puffs, for instance — but yes to almost everything else. At home, we ate a smorgasbord of American, French, and Indian cuisines. There was a steady flow of bread, butter, and cheese in our kitchen. My mom prepared the pork chops and mashed potatoes of her youth, and she learned to cook new dishes like sausages and cabbage and salami-and-Gouda-cheese melts. We also devoured North Indian food. My father had fond memories of his childhood diet, which was rich in chicken, lamb, chana, and chapatis. “Everything was fresh, local, and delicately prepared,” he told me. When he moved to Chicago, at twenty-three, my father quickly became a fan of American food’s convenience, tastiness, and affordability. But because he missed the spices and flavors of his New Delhi childhood, he learned a few simple dishes, which he later taught my mother. Those were the dishes I grew up with: a ground lamb dish called keema, aloo gobi, dal, and well-buttered basmati rice with peas.

Looking back, what I remember most about my diet growing up is the freedom. I basically ate whatever I wanted. Many of those foods were nutritious. I adored peas and corn, bananas, roasted chicken, eggs, broccoli, and milk. But like many children’s, my palate was primed for sugar and salt. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for ice cream, cookies, and, most notably, hot dogs.

“For a year,” my mother said, laughing, “you ate a hot dog for breakfast every morning.” Hot dogs were delicious, but I also loved them because I was the one who chose and prepared them. They made me feel independent and capable. At six years old, I would carefully remove one link from the refrigerator, poke four holes in it with a fork, wrap it in a wet paper towel, and heat it for exactly one minute in the microwave. Then I’d set it inside a white, fluffy bun and scarf it down. While my breakfast habits became a running joke in the family — the particular irony being that I later became a vegetarian — I don’t recall being chided or scolded for my food choices as a child.

My parents also treated us to inexpensive takeout on occasion, letting us choose Mexican, Chinese, or Italian food. Every time my dad picked me up from high-school volleyball practice, I’d ask for a dollar milkshake, and he’d oblige. I drank soda and ate fast food.

“I didn’t want to deliberately feed you junk,” my mother told me when I asked her about it while writing this book. “But junk was always a part of what we ate.”

“We’re not saints!” my father added.

Age later brought changes to my own diet. At twenty, I began to eat more plants and fewer animals. Since then, I’ve had my fair share of dietary phases, pescatarianism and veganism among them. But for the most part, vegetarianism has been my home base for over a decade.

How I eat is a work in progress. I go through periods where my diet feels rich in whole foods; other times, I find myself leaning more on processed and prepared products. I genuinely love most vegetables and some fruits, but I will readily forgo them for a greasy slice of pizza or a generously iced wedge of carrot cake. I snack constantly, stockpile pastries, and notoriously oversalt my dinner. Cooking has long been a hobby of mine, but I don’t know how to bake bread and I don’t enjoy spending hours over a hot stove. Like most women in America, I’ve spent time worrying about my weight; I’ve gone through stretches where eating has been far less about enjoyment or health and far more about striving to meet societal standards of beauty. I consider myself extremely fortunate that I have always had enough money to buy not only the food I need but also the food I want.

Having now interviewed hundreds of people about how they eat, I feel like my relationship with food makes me part of the human race. It’s a complicated, ever-changing bond. I control my portions one moment and eat my feelings the next. I’ve had phases of overeating and phases of undereating. I’ve dug my heels in on some food habits and worked patiently to change others. I use food for all kinds of purposes. Survival and satiation are part of it, but so are comfort, nostalgia, boredom, vanity, and celebration. I devour foods from my childhood because they remind me of happy moments, particular people, or special places. I eat foods to signal my membership in different communities or my various identities. And other foods end up in my stomach simply because I’m tired and impatient.

Balancing such priorities has shaped how I feed my daughter. As an infant, Veda drank breast milk and formula. She ate store-bought baby food. When she became a toddler, I fed her peas and oranges as well as Cheerios, pasta, and uthappam. Ansu and I care about how our daughter eats, but this concern is not the sole determinant of her diet. How we feed her on any given day depends in part on how tired we are and how much patience the three of us can muster during a meal. Sometimes Ansu and I have the bandwidth to negotiate with a stubborn toddler to get her to eat more of what we want her to; other times, Veda emerges from the meal victorious, the crumbs of her less preferred foods scattered across the dining-room floor. For me, as her mother, feeding Veda remains a source of both joy and conflict. Nourishing her feels at once natural and burdensome, as each spoonful I provide reminds me that I am on the hook for her. It reminds me that, try as I might, I cannot shake the responsibility that the nurse in my pediatrician’s office assigned me years ago.

Let’s see how good of a job Mom is doing.

To this day, this comment continues to ring in my ears. It reminds me of just how readily — casually, even — parents are put on trial for what and how much goes into their children’s bodies.

The evidence summoned for these trials is often buttressed by metrics, like height, weight, and BMI, that assess whether children are being fed well, too much, or not enough. In the broadest sense, I support these measures as public health tools; limited as they may be, they also allow us to easily evaluate and compare kids’ health across a population and identify precursors and symptoms of disease. In fact, the nutritional and health inequities revealed by such metrics provided one motivation for my research and this book. But these metrics have their limits and downsides. BMI, for instance, is a blunt diagnostic tool and an imprecise measure of health; calculated merely as a ratio of a person’s weight to height, it does not take into account age, sex, or an individual’s body composition, including how much of the weight comes from fat and how much from muscle. What’s more, metrics like BMI can promote tunnel vision, focusing societal attention on kids’ nutritional outcomes and leading us to overlook why there may be gaps between those outcomes and parents’ efforts.2

Most parents I met as part of my research wanted to do what was best for their kids nutritionally and shared overlapping ideas of what “best” was. But they were dealt dramatically different hands to do so. Some parents had ample resources — enough time, a living wage, job security, stable housing, quality health care, social support, safe neighborhoods, and intergenerational wealth. Other parents lacked some or all of those resources. I saw how parents with fewer means struggled not only to get food on the table but also to maintain their dignity while being indicted for their kids’ dietary outcomes. With inches and pounds as largely agreed-upon measures of kids’ well-being, parents found — like I did — an upsetting truth: that their children’s bodies served as an external signal of their worthiness as caregivers.

But scholarship and motherhood have opened my eyes to a different truth: While parenting is measured in outcomes, it’s largely about effort. Much of this effort is hidden, performed daily by parents in a million unseen moments. A drawing by the artist Paula Kuka captures this reality nicely. On the left-hand side, under the words What I Did, she has drawn images of a mother changing one child’s diaper, cooking for her children, consoling them, playing with them, nursing them, reading to them, dancing with them, and teaching them how to ride a bike. On the right-hand side, under the words What You Saw, we see a mom pushing a stroller.

As a society, we see numbers and outcomes. And it’s tempting to believe that there exists some linear relationship between parents’ efforts and children’s outcomes. Especially in America, a country largely rooted in the idea that people get what they strive for and deserve, it can be difficult to accept that the parents of kids with “poor” outcomes work just as hard as the parents of kids with “good” outcomes. It doesn’t seem fair.

But just because something isn’t fair doesn’t make it any less true.

This book is an earnest attempt to expose and explore a largely hidden truth: that parents across society undertake sacrificial, complicated, and frustrating work to feed kids. Because the shape this work takes is context-dependent, it continually risks being overlooked, misunderstood, or, worst of all, condemned.

My hope is that by the time you reach this book’s final pages, you’ll have gleaned a deeper and more nuanced understanding of parents’ nutritional efforts and obstacles. I also hope that you’ll join me in asking how we as a society can move away from judging and critiquing parents to empathetically tackling their struggles. Rather than relentlessly heaping more responsibility and judgment onto parents’ plates for what goes in kids’ bodies, we can begin to regard kids’ diets as a communal endeavor, one in which we all have a role to play. If we can accept this as our social and societal responsibility, then the question will no longer be: How should parents feed their kids? Rather, the question will become: How can we, as a society, ensure that parents — all parents — have the means necessary to nourish their children?






PART I

Divides


I often wondered: is it some kind of a trade-off? Do others have to lose so we can win?

 — ZADIE SMITH, SWING TIME








CHAPTER 1

Diverging Destinies

On a sweltering summer afternoon, I sat in the back seat of a ’91 Lexus sedan with the windows rolled down. It was July, and Silicon Valley was baking under a blazing sun and a cloudless sky. For the past two hours, I’d joined Nyah Baker and her fourteen-year-old daughter, Natasha, as they ran errands around town. My shoulder blades stuck to the car’s black leather seats, and I looked forward to the brief moments of respite that came when we picked up speed and a breeze poured through the open windows. Behind the wheel, Nyah fiddled with the radio and settled on an R and B station; she turned up the volume and began to sing along. To her right, Natasha sank deep into the passenger seat, tapping away on her phone.

It had been just over a month since I’d started spending time with Nyah and her family. Driving with Nyah meant being constantly reminded that money was scarce. As we neared each intersection, she shifted the car into neutral, coasting the final feet to keep the gas light from coming on for just a little longer. All of July, Nyah had complained about the car’s broken air-conditioning. Leather seats and hundred-degree weather didn’t mix. But I knew it would be at least another month before Nyah had enough cash in hand to fix it.

Yet amid these recurring reminders that money was tight, there were rare moments when Nyah’s worries temporarily subsided. In these moments, she almost seemed to forget that there was barely enough money for rent and utilities. One such moment came three hours into our outing, when Nyah and Natasha spotted the unmistakable green-and-white logo of a Starbucks café. A few minutes later, after a quick exchange of knowing glances, we were inside ordering at the counter. Nyah bought herself and Natasha two large Frappuccinos and offered to buy me one as well. “You can treat me next time,” I assured her with a smile.

When the barista rang Nyah up, the number that flashed across the register caught me off guard. The drinks cost $10.80. An hour ago, I’d seen Nyah haggle with a cell phone agent to subtract one dollar off her monthly statement. Now she was spending double digits on two coffee-caramel milkshakes topped with whipped cream.

As we waited for the drinks at the counter, I found myself wondering why Nyah was putting her last few dollars for the month toward a pair of Frappuccinos rather than saving to repair the car’s air-conditioning. This question begged a broader one, one that I’d found myself asking time and time again over the years I’d spent researching families’ diets. What did these kinds of food purchases mean to moms like Nyah who were raising their kids in poverty? What would’ve been different about this exchange to moms with significantly more money in the bank?

That summer day, food’s meaning to Nyah started to reveal itself to me. When the drinks popped up on the counter, I saw Nyah’s face soften from worry to satisfaction. She handed Natasha a green straw and watched her daughter happily sipping her milkshake, taking extra care not to neglect the generous fluffy layer of whipped cream at the top. Sure, Nyah had put her last change toward the drinks. And sure, that money could have gone toward fixing the car or covering the overdue electricity bill. There wouldn’t be money to fill the gas tank today, tomorrow, or the next day.

But for Nyah, the money had been well spent regardless. It had gone to something much bigger: her daughter’s momentary happiness. On the drive home from Starbucks, Nyah and Natasha savored their drinks. And, for the first time that day, no one seemed bothered by the lack of AC.

In 2014, I set out to research how American families eat. Between 2014 and 2016, I interviewed parents and children from seventy-five families and observed four families — including Nyah’s — at length as they went about their daily lives eating and feeding. I also met with food-service workers, school administrators, and teachers, all of whom play a role in how families eat. My research introduced me to people from all walks of life. I met families living in gated communities, townhomes, trailer parks, and their cars. I spoke with dentists, cashiers, lawyers, janitors, software engineers, nurses, and sanitation workers. I came to know Black, Latinx, Asian, white, and multiracial families, single parents and married couples, fourth-generation American citizens and undocumented immigrants, stay-at-home caregivers and full-time workers. While I spent, on average, three to six hours with most of the families I interviewed, I spent months with the four that I followed in depth. Inside these families’ homes, I poured bowls of cereal, reheated leftovers, sliced fruit on kitchen counters, and twirled spaghetti at dining-room tables. Outside their homes, I joined families as they navigated crowded supermarket aisles. I stood beside them in winding food-bank lines. I came to know the daily dietary rituals of the moms, dads, and kids, plus a few extended-family members and friends. I knew who took sugar and cream with their coffee and whether they dipped their fries in ketchup or ranch. Through it all, I learned how profoundly, at times paradoxically, families’ circumstances shaped the way they ate.

In the “About This Project” section in the back of this book, I share the details of how this research came to be, including how I developed relationships with families, how I conceptualized my role as a researcher and confidante, how I wrestled with the ethical and practical issues that arose during my time embedded within families, and how everything I learned along the way changed me as a scholar and a human being. But it’s worth touching on a few of these issues here.

Why did families let you spend so much time with them? Over the years, I’ve been asked this question in one form or another more times than I can count. There is no one-size-fits-all answer to it. Families’ motivations for speaking to me — and, in some cases, spending months of their lives with me — varied. Certainly, some parents signed their families up for the money; sixty dollars in compensation for an interview was a decent deal. And I provided the families I observed at length three hundred dollars for their time, which was not an insignificant sum. But money wasn’t the sole driver behind families’ decisions to participate in my research. Parents who didn’t need the money agreed simply because they were curious about the research. Others did it because a friend referred them. Still others took pity on a graduate student in need of data for her dissertation.

Whatever the families’ motivations for signing up, who I was and how I presented myself likely helped facilitate their participation. It helped that I was a woman in my twenties, since conducting interviews and observations involved my spending many hours alone with mothers and children. I found that moms were comfortable with letting me inside and allowing me to speak with their kids in private; they were even eager to know if I had kids myself. When they discovered the answer was no, some told me to reach out again when I became a mother — they’d be happy to share their wisdom with me then too. While I never reached out later for that particular purpose, I was struck by the sincerity and warmth most moms showed in opening their doors and their lives to me.

I enjoyed spending time with families. Most made me feel like I belonged, treating me like an insider rather than an intruder. They invited me to birthday parties and communions, introduced me to extended family and friends, and never let me pay for gas (no matter how many times I offered). But I was vigilant about not letting families’ generosity confuse me. No matter how well I came to know a family, no matter how much they shared or how kindly they included me, I always remembered the truth — that I was no insider. Their lives were not mine, and I would always be a researcher documenting their stories. My role as a researcher also implied an ethical responsibility to do no harm; mistakenly believing that I could ever truly walk a mile in families’ shoes had the potential to do real damage. Such a misguided notion could convince me that I understood their struggles personally, that just because I’d watched them experience those hardships, I knew those hardships too.

I did not. I do not. And instead of trying to, I strove to employ in my research approach what the Pulitzer Prize–winning author Isabel Wilkerson calls radical empathy. Radical empathy involves putting in the work “to educate oneself and to listen with a humble heart to understand another’s experience from their perspective, not as we imagine we would feel.”1 Radical empathy demands that you accept the limits of your understanding, given who you are and the hand you’ve been dealt in life. Rather than trying to make sense of other people from your own perspective and lived experience, you must work to understand their experiences deeply, from their perspectives and lived experiences.

Radical empathy is a tall order, and I would never claim to have wholly succeeded at it. Like all human beings, I am prone to biases born of my own experiences that color how I make sense of everything I observe. But an awareness of these biases — and a continual commitment to questioning them — also positioned me to see what others might have missed when it came to families’ diets. As families granted me the rare opportunity to walk beside them, I worked to grasp their worlds the way they saw and experienced them. In doing so, I gained a deeper, richer appreciation of the fuller contexts encompassing their lives. When it came to how families ate, choices that likely seemed strange from the outside appeared perfectly understandable. What society, the media, and scholars deemed irrational, irresponsible, or misguided began to make perfect sense to me. And I learned that nothing short of radical empathy is what I needed — what all of us need — to understand families’ diets today, as well as the deeply entrenched inequalities that drive those diets apart.

Before embarking on this research, I knew a few important facts about the standard American diet, or SAD, as it’s cheekily known. The American diet is “sad” because it’s generally unhealthy. Despite how contentious discussions about what’s healthy and unhealthy can feel, the nutrition community actually largely agrees about what constitutes a nutritious diet — and most Americans aren’t eating it. Nutritious diets consist primarily of plant-based whole foods and are rich in fruits and vegetables, whole grains, low- or fat-free dairy, legumes, nuts, and seafood. They are low in red and processed meats, refined grains, and added sugar.2

Even the federal government agrees. Every five years, beginning in 1990, the U.S. Department of Agriculture has published the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA). The DGA provides the public with food-based recommendations to meet their nutrient needs and help prevent diet-related chronic diseases.3 To be fair, the DGA doesn’t always promote optimal nutrition science, as food-and-beverage-industry lobbyists work their own interests into federal nutritional advice. But even with industry influence, the DGA’s recommendations broadly align with those of nutrition scientists. The DGA currently recommends that half one’s plate should be fruits and vegetables, a quarter should be grains or starches, and a quarter should be protein; a meal should also include some low-fat dairy. These general dietary prescriptions allow ample room for personal choice, leaving it up to individuals to customize their diets with any combination of these foods.

But the majority of Americans don’t follow these guidelines. Most fall short of meeting the DGA, and Americans consistently score poorly on measures assessing dietary health.4 One commonly used diet-quality scale, the Healthy Eating Index, scores a person’s diet quality from 0 (lowest quality) to 100 (highest quality). The average American diet earns a failing score of 59.5 Three-quarters of Americans eat a diet low in vegetables, fruits, dairy, and oils and high in added sugars, saturated fats, and sodium. Fewer than one in ten Americans eat enough vegetables and fruits, and most consume too many calories each day.6

Like American adults, American kids aren’t getting the nutrients they need. Slightly over half of children and two-thirds of adolescents eat a low-quality diet with too much sodium, too many processed foods, and too few vegetables.7 On average, kids consume eighteen teaspoons — or just over seventy-one grams — of added sugar every day, making sugar one out of every seven calories they eat.

Sad as the American diet may be, it’s actually improved modestly since the turn of the twentieth century, largely due to widespread nutrition-education efforts and food-safety advances. Between 2002 and 2012, the share of people in the United States eating an unhealthy diet fell from around 56 percent to under 46 percent. Americans have slowly started eating more whole grains, nuts, and seeds and consuming less meat (specifically beef and pork). They’ve also begun drinking fewer sugar-sweetened beverages. The statistics on children are similarly encouraging: in 1999, three-fourths of kids ate what is termed a low-quality diet; in 2016, just around half did so. Kids are also eating more whole grains, yogurt, and fruits and vegetables and drinking fewer sugar-sweetened beverages.

And yet these national dietary gains have not been shared equally across American society. Study after study has revealed nutritional inequalities across socioeconomic status and race and ethnicity in America.8 Improvements in diet over the past decades have largely been concentrated among middle- and higher-income Americans. In particular, high-income Americans are now eating better than ever — more often swapping fruit juice for whole fruits, replacing refined grains with whole grains, and eating tons of nuts — while improvements among lower-income Americans have been much more modest. Such dietary strides have also been racially patterned; white people’s diets have been steadily improving over time, while Black and Mexican-American individuals haven’t experienced the same upward trends. Such inequities exist for both adults and children.9

These nutritional disparities are alarming because of just how much diets matter for our overall health and well-being. Unhealthy eating causes more than half a million deaths per year and is linked to multiple chronic diseases, including cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, several types of cancer, and type 2 diabetes.10 Today, an unhealthy diet is the leading contributor to mortality in the United States. What we eat has become, quite literally, a matter of life and death.

Because our diets have such profound implications, nutritional disparities help drive broader health disparities that disproportionately harm individuals already marginalized in American society — low-income communities and racial and ethnic minorities. Compared to high-income Americans, low-income Americans have greater rates of diet-related disease and shorter life spans. They are also five times more likely to report being in poor or fair health. People of color similarly bear the disproportionate burden of diet-related illness. Compared to white people, Black, Latinx, and American Indian individuals have higher rates of chronic disease and fewer years of life.11 While the factors underlying socioeconomic and racial health disparities are multifaceted and complex, nutritional inequalities help perpetuate them over time and across generations.

Nutritional and health inequalities also tie into a much broader story of American inequality. Economically, inequality has long been on the rise, with the gap between the haves and have-nots becoming perhaps the most defining and consequential feature of contemporary life in the United States. While the rich have gotten much richer since the 1970s, nearly everyone else has seen their incomes stagnate or decline. The top 1 percent of earners’ annual wages have grown by 135 percent over the past thirty years, but middle- and working-class wages have stagnated and declined, respectively. In 2015, the top 1 percent of families nationally made over twenty-six times as much as the bottom 99 percent.12

Inequality today is not only growing within generations; it also remains shockingly durable across them. This fact stands in stark contrast to the American Dream, which promises that hard work and opportunity will lead to a more prosperous life, if not for oneself, then at least for one’s children. The American Dream delivered for many kids born in the middle of the twentieth century — more than 90 percent of Americans born in 1940 were earning more at the age of thirty than their parents had earned at the same age. But today, that American Dream has become a mirage. Only half of kids born in 1980 earned more at the age of thirty than their parents had earned at that age. Kids born to affluent parents since the 1980s are most likely to grow up to be affluent, while the children of the poor are more likely to remain poor their entire lives.13 These economic inequalities are neither natural nor inevitable but the direct consequence of American social policy that has eroded the social safety net over time, depressed real wages, and largely avoided instituting strong family policies that support child-rearing and caretaking.14

Economic inequalities are intimately intertwined with racial and ethnic inequalities, leading people of color to be disproportionately represented among those with lower incomes and less education. Stark and persistent racial disparities in Americans’ economic well-being reflect a legacy of systemic, structural racism throughout American history. In particular, enduring, deeply rooted racial discrimination in many forms — including in education, housing, hiring, and pay practices — has generated persistent earnings gaps between white individuals and those of color. Over the past fifty years, the racial income gap has not budged. In 1968, shortly after the passage of the Civil Rights Act, the median Black family income was 57 percent that of whites. In 2016, it was 56 percent. But the starkest racial divides are in household wealth, reflecting centuries of white privilege that have made it particularly difficult for people of color to achieve economic security. Today, the average Black family with children holds just one cent of wealth for every dollar that the average white family with children holds.15

These intersecting economic and racial inequities mirror America’s nutritional divides; as the country’s most socioeconomically and racially privileged draw farther and farther ahead, the rest are left farther and farther behind. Nowhere was this more apparent than during the COVID-19 pandemic. In my final days of writing this book, SARS-CoV-2, the novel coronavirus, spread across the globe. As it did, domestic rates of unemployment, poverty, food insecurity, and hunger soared in the United States, with Black, Latinx, American Indian, and low-income communities hit the hardest. These same communities also experienced disproportionate rates of COVID-19 infections, hospitalizations, and deaths.

Researchers attributed these severe disease outcomes and disparities to multiple causes. For one, more low-income people and people of color had jobs that qualified them as essential workers; they had less ability to social distance or work from home, and this increased their risk of viral exposure. Furthermore, these groups faced longstanding barriers to health insurance, health-care facilities, and equitable treatment by health-care providers, which increased the virus’s harmful, often lethal, impact. But worse viral outcomes were also associated with the kinds of diet-related chronic diseases — such as heart disease and type 2 diabetes — disproportionately affecting low-income communities and communities of color. In this way, the inequalities largely responsible for driving nutritional disparities across race and class also helped fuel the virus’s disproportionate impact on America’s most vulnerable groups. As these communities fared astonishingly worse overall than their wealthier, whiter counterparts, the inequalities that have long permeated American society grew more visible than ever before in modern history.16

I was first exposed to these inequalities at nine years old. It was 1995, and my family had just begun fostering children. Over the next five years, four foster children — two special-needs, medically fragile babies and two elementary-school siblings — came to live with us through the State of Arizona’s foster-care system.

I observed and interacted with this foster-care system largely within the four walls of my family’s home in Tucson. I knew from an early age that this system was infinitely bigger than anything my eyes could show me. I could see my foster siblings’ clothes, watch their facial expressions, hear their intonations, share their favorite foods, and listen to their native tongues. I could count endless appointments, court hearings, and meetings with medical specialists, school counselors, social workers, and extended family. I could observe my parents — who were willingly fostering children, who had chosen to be a part of the system — constantly struggling to work within and push back against it.

This experience left me feeling deeply conflicted about foster care and the American safety net. The foster-care system was brimming with ambiguities and contradictions. At times, its institutions appeared to work in kids’ interests, temporarily removing them from abusive or unsafe environments. It offered food, shelter, and care when children needed them most. In some cases, I felt that the system had done right by kids in placing them under our roof. And every so often, happy endings unfolded, like my foster brother’s reunion with his biological mother following her completion of a rehabilitation program.

But other times, the outcomes weren’t so clearly positive. Some of the kids who ended up in foster care, I suspected, might well have been better off staying out of it. When the system tore kids away from their parents, separated them from siblings, and shuffled them from home to home with no end in sight, it wasn’t clear that kids’ well-being was the administration’s highest priority. From where I was sitting, the harms to a kid in the system could potentially outweigh the benefits.17

As I grew up, observing the system’s gaps and shortcomings fueled my desire to know more. I wanted to understand what had happened to my foster siblings before they showed up at our front door. I was aware that my siblings’ stories often involved experiences of deep poverty, unemployment, parental incarceration, substance use, and sexual, physical, or emotional abuse. But what had caused my siblings to encounter those circumstances? What forces were shaping my siblings’ lives, and how did those forces relate to the ones shaping mine?

My foster (and, eventually, adopted) brother Josh helped me explore these questions. I first met Josh on a February afternoon in a hospital neonatal intensive care unit. Josh was born three months premature, weighing in at just under two pounds, and the first minute of his life forever changed the rest of it: sixty oxygen-deprived seconds created the physical and cognitive disabilities he’d bear forever, including cerebral palsy, microcephaly, and a host of developmental delays.

Quickly following Josh’s birth, the State of Arizona severed the legal rights of his biological mother, Tracy. At the time, Tracy was herself a child at seventeen years old. While the state may have deemed her a perpetrator, she had also been a victim, bearing scars of persistent childhood neglect, domestic abuse, and her own harrowing experiences in the foster-care system.

Even though Tracy was without legal parental rights, my parents were resolute about offering her the chance to be a part of Josh’s life. She would always be his mother, even if the circumstances prevented her from assuming the caregiving role that status usually entailed. Until she passed away, at the age of thirty-two, Tracy was an important part of Josh’s life and of our lives too. We saw her consistently for decades. She sat at our dinner table. She attended Josh’s school graduations and birthday parties. During his multiple hospital stays, Tracy visited him. When Tracy gave birth years later to a second son, Jeremy, we all met Josh’s younger half brother.

Tracy’s life imprinted on mine. She and I were eight years apart. In another world, she could have been my big sister, my babysitter, or my cool older neighbor. She might have swung by my neighborhood lemonade stand or told me all about what to expect in high school.

But in this world, she was none of those things. Tracy and I had been born into dramatically different circumstances: Tracy into poverty, me into the middle class. I lived in a physically and psychologically safe home and neighborhood. Her childhood home had been anything but. The gulf between our experiences felt greater than our difference in age.

Without Josh, my path would almost certainly not have crossed with Tracy’s. But with Josh, our lives were intimately intertwined. As the mother of my brother, she was, in some ways, my family. And observing Tracy — her diffident smile, her kind eyes, her high-waisted jeans — I found myself often considering the fact that her life could have been mine. Why hadn’t I been born Tracy, and Tracy born me?

Through my foster siblings, I observed firsthand other lives I could have led, other circumstances in which I could have been raised. How had I ended up here and they ended up there? The facts were these: For a moment, we all existed in the same world. We lived under the same roof, slept in the same rooms, shared the same clothes. We sat around the same dinner table, attended the same schools, watched the same TV shows. But the similarities that bound
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