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Food, food, wonderful food
Everyone needs to eat. After all, if you don’t eat, you’ll starve. The desire to eat, and the preferences for certain foods are genetic, they are hard-wired into our bodies. We eat, therefore we are (or at least we continue to be).
Throughout history, food has always been in short supply. Genetically, we are programmed to eat at any opportunity, because there may be quite some time between this meal and the next one.
In many places in the world, food still is in short supply, and starvation is a very real prospect. Only in the past half century or so has food production outpaced food consumption, and not always, and not in all places.
In the United States, we have been very fortunate. The wars we have fought were mostly on someone else’s farmland, our food preservation and distribution systems work wonderfully well, and we have mechanized our food production to the point that two percent of our population can provide substantially more food than the other 98% can eat. In fact, we have so much food here that we often give it away to less fortunate people in other places.
Yet we are malnourished, and frequently, seriously malnourished. We are not eating “balanced” diets, and we often cannot even agree what a “balanced” diet is. As a nation, we are significantly, seriously, dangerously overweight, and the price we pay for this is poor health and shortened lives. Many, many Americans are simply overnourished - some of us vastly so - we just eat too much, and of the wrong things - and it appears that as other nations’ standards of living rise, they are having the same problems. People just like to eat, period.
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So is this yet another diet book? I hope not. I’m not going to advise you that if you eat only finely minced Rutabaga leaves for the next month, you’ll then be healthy, wealthy and wise - and be sure to send $29.95 for “The Rutabaga Diet” book. Sure, you’ll lose weight, but how long would you stick with a diet like that? (Of course I wouldn’t mind if you sent me $29.95, but I don’t expect that to happen based solely on my good looks.) No, I’m not going to look at “diets”.
Instead, I’m going to look at something different. I’m going to look at the reasons behind what we eat and why we eat it, at the “food business”, and at what motivates us to choose a particular thing to eat. I’m also going to take a hard look at the “culture” of eating, and at the pervasive social pressures to eat more and more food (some mass marketed, some made right at home) that may not be particularly good for us.
I am not going to rant and rave for or against “natural” foods or “organic” foods or “manufactured” foods or even “genetically modified Frankenfoods” (wonderful buzz word, isn’t it?). I don’t feel that having an agenda along those lines is particularly helpful, and I’ve never thought that annoying people or insulting people is a particularly good way to motivate them, or even to get them to agree with you.
Food in the United States is cheap, really cheap. We spend a lower proportion of our income on food than other people living in almost any other place in the world, and we can still get all, and often more than we need.
Consequently, we are able to splurge from time to time and go out to restaurants where they take care of the annoying details of preparation and cleanup, and all we have to do is eat. As incomes rise, a higher and higher proportion of meals are eaten “out”, away from home. Additionally, as people become busier and busier, there is simply inadequate time to go home, make a meal, eat it, and clean up afterward. It is SO much faster to just stop somewhere, eat the meal, and continue with our busy lives.
And there is nothing wrong with that, either. Personally, I like being catered to, I like having food attractively prepared and presented to me in pleasant surroundings, and I like the idea of not having to clean up afterward. Just because I made it at home doesn’t mean it is better or better for me than what I buy in restaurants. (Remember, I have tasted my own cooking . . . )
One of the problems is where we eat, in the choice of restaurant. We get in a hurry, we are pressed for time, so we are looking for the fastest, easiest solution to getting fed and getting on with it. That solution falls under the heading of “fast food”, the restaurants we love to hate, but also seem to love to patronize.
Consider the economics of the fast food restaurant. It is on a corner of a busy intersection, so people can find it. Commercial properties at busy intersections are expensive, and the price doesn’t go down because someone will establish a restaurant there. The structure itself is usually a “signature” building of a very distinctive style, and that building has to be specially erected. That’s not cheap either, and consequently there are going to be some healthy (something in this has to be healthy, right?) payments to the bank. The business is a franchise, and the franchise fees are hefty, to say the least. The restaurant also has to hire help, even though they don’t pay them very much, there are a lot of them, so that adds up, too.
There is tremendous competition in the fast food business, and that tends to keep prices down. Therefore, if the prices are low and pressured to go lower, and the overhead is high and pressured to go higher, how much money is left to buy the food? Answer; not a lot. If there isn’t much money to buy the food (to make the product), there are only two alternatives. One, make the portions smaller, and two, lower the cost and value of the content.
Making the portions smaller is a non-starter. No restaurant, fast food or otherwise, would stay in business very long by boasting about the smallness of their portions. Instead, even the names of the selections almost always say “giant” or “huge” or even boastfully “belly buster”.
If you can’t spend much money, but you need to present something large, the only solution is to add “extenders”. The cattle industry does this when it adds chopped corrugated cardboard (really!) to cattle feed. Is this bad for the cows? We don’t know, they go to the butcher before the cardboard can hurt them.
Fast food restaurants (which feed people instead of cows) use “extenders”, too - they have to. Hopefully, the extenders will be benign, like soy protein (whatever that is) or reasonably benign, like bread crumbs. (Perhaps it IS cardboard, that might explain the “taste” of some of the food.)
You will notice that fast-food entrees tend to be fried items, things like fried chicken, fried chicken strips, fried chicken bits, French fried potatoes, and so forth. There are two advantages in doing this. First, the “fried” part costs less than what is fried (bread crumbs are less expensive than chickens), so they “extend” the meal, and second, fried foods can be eaten with the fingers - voila, no cutlery to return to the kitchen and wash, or even to provide for single use and throw away! Fast food marketers are constantly looking for foods that can be eaten without utensils, and that generally means breaded and fried, or contained in bread (breakfast sandwiches).
Fast food heaven. Photo by Christian Cable.
The net result is that the part of the “meal” that has actual food value, the beef or the chicken, makes up a very small part of what is eaten. The rest is extenders, which make us feel full. These extenders have little or no food value, and are full of fat, grease, and oil. They are also often heavily salted, because salt is a flavor enhancer, and can make almost any bland food taste better.
Salt, unfortunately, tends to raise blood pressure, and anyone who hasn’t been living in a cave for the past half century already knows that is bad for us.
The typical fast food meal is thus a very small, often vanishingly small, portion of something edible (from which the name of the “meal” is derived), surrounded by extenders, enhancers, flavorings, and other tricks and gimmicks to render it even marginally palatable. And did I mention that it is loaded, packed, festering with calories? (But you knew that.)
There is another problem as well. Fast food is not just served fast, it is eaten fast. We grab it and gobble it down in a hurry because, well, we’re in a hurry. Unfortunately, our stomach doesn’t tell us it is full for about 15 or 20 minutes, so by the time we get the message “OK, that’s enough!” it is too late, and by then we have usually eaten too much.
Since the foods are finger-food, we never cut them up on a plate and eat them a piece at a time. Instead, the portion size is determined by whatever you have in your hand. When we’ve eaten it ALL, we are done, and not before. When we remember that restaurants always stress the generous size of their portions, we can see where this situation leads us.
How do we break the fast-food habit?
It isn’t easy. “Fast food” dovetails nicely with fast, busy lives, and the very human desire for convenience. Fast food marketers know this and work to make their restaurants as appealing as possible, because if they don’t, they’ll quickly be out of a job. (If only the food were good for us as well . . . )
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