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JONATHAN SAFRAN FOER

we tell ourselves and one another. And I told a forgiving story
about myself to myself: I was only human.

Then I was set up on a blind date with the woman who
would become my wife. And only a few weeks later we found
ourselves talking about two surprising topics: marriage and
vegetarianism.

Her history with meat was remarkably similar to mine: there
were things she believed while lying in bed at night, and there
were choices made at the breakfast table the next morning.
There was a gnawing (if only occasional and short-lived) dread
that she was participating in something deeply wrong, and there
was the acceptance of complexity and fallibility. Like me, she
had intuitions that were very strong, but apparently not strong
enough.

People marry for many different reasons, but one that
animated our decision to take that step was the prospect of
explicitly marking a new beginning. Jewish ritual and symbolism
strongly encourage this notion of demarcating a sharp division
with what came before—the most well-known example being
the smashing of the glass at the end of the wedding ceremony.
Things were as they were, but they will be different now. Things
will be better. We will be better.

Sounds and feels great, but better how? I could think of end-
less ways to make myself better (I could learn foreign languages,

be more patient, work harder), but I'd already made too many
such vows to trust them anymore. I could also think of ways
to make “us” better, but the meaningful things we can agree
on and change in a relationship are few.

Eating animals, a concern we’d both had and had both for-
gotten, seemed like a place to start. So much intersects there,
and so much could flow from it. In the same week, we became

engaged and vegetarian.
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Of course our wedding wasn’t vegetarian, because we persuaded
ourselves that it was only fair to offer animal protein to our guests,
some of whom traveled from great distances to share our joy. (Find
that logic hard to follow?) And we ate fish on our honeymoon,
but we were in Japan, and when in Japan. . . . And back in our
new home, we did occasionally eat burgers and chicken soup and
smoked salmon and tuna steaks. But only whenever we felt like it.

And that, I thought, was that. And I thought that was just
fine. I assumed we’d maintain a diet of conscientious inconsis-
tency. Why should eating be different from any of the other
ethical realms of our lives? We were honest people who occa-
sionally told lies, careful friends who sometimes acted clumsily.
We were vegetarians who from time to time ate meat.

But then we decided to have a child, and that was a different
story that would necessitate a different story.

About half an hour after my son was born, I went into the
waiting room to tell the gathered family the good news.

“You said ‘he’! So it’s a boy?”

“What's his name?

“Who does he look like?”

“Tell us everything!”

I answered their questions as quickly as I could, then went
to the corner and turned on my cellphone.

“Grandma,” I said. “We have a baby.”

Her only phone is in the kitchen. She picked up halfway into
the first ring. It was just after midnight. Had she been clipping
coupons!? Preparing chicken with carrots to freeze for someone
else to eat at some future meal? I'd never once seen or heard
her cry, but tears pushed through her words as she asked, “How
much does it weigh?”

A few days after we came home from the hospital, I sent a
letter to a friend, including a photo of my son and some first
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impressions of fatherhood. He responded, simply, “Everything is
possible again.” It was the perfect thing to write, because that
was exactly how it felt. The world itself had another chance.

Eating Animals

Seconds after being born, my son was breast-feeding. I watched
him with an awe that had no precedent in my life. Without
explanation or experience, he knew what to do. Millions of
years of evolution had wound the knowledge into him, as it
had encoded beating into his tiny heart and expansion and
contraction into his newly dry lungs.

Almost four years later, he is a big brother and a remark-
ably sophisticated little conversationalist. Increasingly the food
he eats is digested together with stories we tell. Feeding my
children is not like feeding myself: it matters more. It matters

because food matters (their physical health matters, the plea-
sure they take in eating matters), and because the stories that
are served with food matter.

Some of my happiest childhood memories are of sushi “lunch
dates” with my mom, and eating my dad’s turkey burgers with
mustard and grilled onions at backyard celebrations, and of
course my grandmother’s chicken with carrots. Those occasions
simply wouldn’t have been the same without those foods—
and that is important. To give up the taste of sushi, turkey or
chicken is a loss that extends beyond giving up a pleasurable
eating experience. Changing what we eat and letting tastes fade
from memory create a kind of cultural loss, a forgetting. But per-
haps this kind of forgetfulness is worth accepting—even worth
cultivating (forgetting, too, can be cultivated). To remember
my values, [ need to lose certain tastes and find other handles
for the memories that they once helped me carry.
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My wife and I have chosen to bring up our children as
vegetarians. In another time or place, we might have made
a different decision. But the realities of our present moment
compelled us to make that choice. According to an analysis of
U.S.D.A. data by the advocacy group Farm Forward, factory
farms now produce more than 99 percent of the animals eaten
in this country. And despite labels that suggest otherwise,
genuine alternatives—which do exist, and make many of the
ethical questions about meat moot—are very difficult for even
an educated eater to find. I don’t have the ability to do so with

” “natural”

regularity and confidence. (“Free range,” “cage free,
and “organic” are nearly meaningless when it comes to animal
welfare.)

According to reports by the Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization of the U.N. and others, factory farming has made
animal agriculture the No. 1 contributor to global warming
(it is significantly more destructive than transportation alone),
and one of the Top 2 or 3 causes of all of the most seri-
ous environmental problems, both global and local: air and
water pollution, deforestation, loss of biodiversity. . . . Eating
factory-farmed animals—which is to say virtually every piece
of meat sold in supermarkets and prepared in restaurants—is
almost certainly the single worst thing that humans do to the
environment.

Every factory-farmed animal is, as a practice, treated in
ways that would be illegal if it were a dog or a cat. Turkeys
have been so genetically modified they are incapable of natural
reproduction. To acknowledge that these things matter is not
sentimental. It is a confrontation with the facts about animals
and ourselves. We know these things matter.

Meat and seafood are in no way necessary for my family—
unlike some in the world, we have easy access to a wide variety
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of other foods. And we are healthier without it. So our choices
aren’t constrained.

While the cultural uses of meat can be replaced—my mother
and I now eat Italian, my father grills veggie burgers, my grand-
mother invented her own “vegetarian chopped liver"—there is
still the question of pleasure. A vegetarian diet can be rich and
fully enjoyable, but I couldn’t honestly argue, as many vegetar-
ians try to, that it is as rich as a diet that includes meat. (Those

who eat chimpanzee look at the Western diet as sadly deficient
of a great pleasure.) I love calamari, [ love roasted chicken,
I love a good steak. But I don’t love them without limit.

This isn’t animal experimentation, where you can imagine
some proportionate good at the other end of the suffering. This
is what we feel like eating. Yet taste, the crudest of our senses,
has been exempted from the ethical rules that govern our other
senses. Why? Why doesn’t a horny person have as strong a claim
to raping an animal as a hungry one does to confining, kill-
ing and eating it? It’s easy to dismiss that question but hard to
respond to it. Try to imagine any end other than taste for which
it would be justifiable to do what we do to farmed animals.

Children confront us with our paradoxes and dishonesty,
and we are exposed. You need to find an answer for every
why—Why do we do this? Why don’t we do that’—and often
there isn’t a good one. So you say, simply, because. Or you tell
a story that you know isn’t true. And whether or not your face
reddens, you blush. The shame of parenthood—which is a good
shame—is that we want our children to be more whole than we
are, to have satisfactory answers. My children not only inspired
me to reconsider what kind of eating animal I would be, but
also shamed me into reconsideration.

And then, one day, they will choose for themselves. I don’t
know what my reaction will be if they decide to eat meat. (I don’t
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know what my reaction will be if they decide to renounce their
Judaism, root for the Red Sox or register Republican.) 'm not
as worried about what they will choose as much as my ability
to make them conscious of the choices before them. I won’t
measure my success as a parent by whether my children share
my values, but by whether they act according to their own.

In the meantime, my choice on their behalf means they
will never eat their great-grandmother’s singular dish. They
will never receive that unique and most direct expression of
her love, will perhaps never think of her as the greatest chef
who ever lived. Her primal story, our family’s primal story, will
have to change.

Or will it? It wasn’t until I became a parent that I under-
stood my grandmother’s cooking. The greatest chef who ever
lived wasn’t preparing food, but humans. 'm thinking of those
Saturday afternoons at her kitchen table, just the two of us—
black bread in the glowing toaster, a humming refrigerator that
couldn’t be seen through its veil of family photographs. Over
pumpernickel ends and Coke, she would tell me about her
escape from Europe, the foods she had to eat and those she
wouldn’t. It was the story of her life—*“Listen to me,” she would

plead—and I knew a vital lesson was being transmitted, even
if I didn’t know, as a child, what that lesson was. I know, now,

what it was.

Listen to Me

“We weren’t rich, but we always had enough. Thursday we baked
bread, and challah and rolls, and they lasted the whole week.
Friday we had pancakes. Shabbat we always had a chicken, and
soup with noodles. You would go to the butcher and ask for a
little more fat. The fattiest piece was the best piece. It wasn’t
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like now. We didn’t have refrigerators, but we had milk and
cheese. We didn’t have every kind of vegetable, but we had
enough. The things that you have here and take for granted. . . .
But we were happy. We didn’t know any better. And we took
what we had for granted, too.

“Then it all changed. During the war it was hell on earth,
and [ had nothing. I left my family, you know. I was always
running, day and night, because the Germans were always right
behind me. If you stopped, you died. There was never enough
food. I became sicker and sicker from not eating, and I'm not
just talking about being skin and bones. I had sores all over
my body. It became difficult to move. I wasn’t too good to eat
from a garbage can. I ate the parts others wouldn’t eat. If you
helped yourself, you could survive. I took whatever I could find.
I ate things I wouldn’t tell you about.

“Even at the worst times, there were good people, too. Some- s

one taught me to tie the ends of my pants so I could fill the legs
with any potatoes I was able to steal. [ walked miles and miles
like that, because you never knew when you would be lucky
again. Someone gave me a little rice, once, and I traveled two
days to a market and traded it for some soap, and then traveled
to another market and traded the soap for some beans. You had
to have luck and intuition.

“The worst it got was near the end. A lot of people died right
at the end, and I didn’t know if I could make it another day. A
farmer, a Russian, God bless him, he saw my condition, and he
went into his house and came out with a piece of meat for me.”

“He saved your life.”

“I didn’t eat it.”

“You didn’t eat it?”

“It was pork. I wouldn’t eat pork.”

“Why?”
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IF EVER THERE WERE a newspaper headline custom-made for
Jay Leno’s monologue, this was it. Kids taking on McDonald’s
this week, suing the company for making them fat. Isn’t that
like middle-aged men suing Porsche for making them get speed-
ing tickets? Whatever happened to personal responsibility?

I tend to sympathize with these portly fast-food patrons,
hough. Maybe that’s because I used to be one of them.

-

I grew up as a typical mid-1980s latchkey kid. My parents
were split up, my dad off trying to rebuild his life, my mom
working long hours to make the monthly bills. Lunch and

inner, for me, was a daily choice between McDonald’s, Taco
Bell, Kentucky Fried Chicken or Pizza Hut. Then as now, these
were the only available options for an American kid to get an

Davip Zinczenko, who was for many years the editor-in-chief of
the fitness magazine Men's Health, is president of Galvanized Brands, a
global health and wellness media company. Zinczenko is the author of
numerous best-selling books, including the Eat This, Not That and the
Abs Diet series. He has contributed op-ed essays to the New York Times,
the Los Angeles Times, and USA Today and has appeared on Dr. Oz,
Oprah, Ellen, and Good Morning America. This piece was first published
on the op-ed page of the New York Times on November 23, 2002.
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affordable meal. By age 15, I had packed 212 pounds of torpid
teenage tallow on my once lanky 5-foot-10 frame.

Then I got lucky. I went to college, joined the Navy Reserves
and got involved with a health magazine. I learned how to
manage my diet. But most of the teenagers who live, as [ once
did, on a fast-food diet won’t turn their lives around:  rortips on
They've crossed under the golden arches to a likely fate f:;’:"g;”::;‘
of lifetime obesity. And the problem isn’t just theirs—  Chapter7.

it’s all of ours.

Before 1994, diabetes in children was generally caused by a 5
genetic disorder—only about 5 percent of childhood cases were
obesity-related, or Type 2, diabetes. Today, according to the
National Institutes of Health, Type 2 diabetes accounts for at
least 30 percent of all new childhood cases of diabetes in this
country.

Not surprisingly, money spent to treat diabetes has skyrock-
eted, too. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention esti-
mate that diabetes accounted for $2.6 billion in health care costs
in 1969. Today’s number is an unbelievable $100 billion a year.

Shouldn’t we know better than to eat two meals a day in
fast-food restaurants!? That’s one argument. But where, exactly,
are consumers—particularly teenagers—supposed to find alter-
natives? Drive down any thoroughfare in America, and I
guarantee you'll see one of our country’s more than 13,000
McDonald’s restaurants. Now, drive back up the block and try
to find someplace to buy a grapefruit.

Complicating the lack of alternatives is the lack of informa-
tion about what, exactly, we’re consuming. There are no calorie
information charts on fast-food packaging, the way there are
on grocery items. Advertisements don’t carry warning labels
the way tobacco ads do. Prepared foods aren’t covered under
Food and Drug Administration labeling laws. Some fast-food
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purveyors will provide calorie information on request, but even
that can be hard to understand.

For example, one company’s Web site lists its chicken salad
as containing 150 calories; the almonds and noodles that come
with it (an additional 190 calories) are listed separately. Add
a serving of the 280-calorie dressing, and you’ve got a healthy
lunch alternative that comes in at 620 calories. But that’s not
all. Read the small print on the back of the dressing packet and
you'll realize it actually contains 2.5 servings. If you pour what
you've been served, you're suddenly up around 1,040 calories,
which is half of the government’s recommended daily calorie
intake. And that doesn’t take into account that 450-calorie
super-size Coke.

Make fun if you will of these kids launching lawsuits against
the fast-food industry, but don’t be surprised if you're the next
plaintiff. As with the tobacco industry, it may be only a mat-
ter of time before state governments begin to see a direct line
between the $1 billion that McDonald’s and Burger King spend
each year on advertising and their own swelling health care
costs.

And I'd say the industry is vulnerable. Fast-food compa-
nies are marketing to children a product with proven health
hazards and no warning labels. They would do well to protect
themselves, and their customers, by providing the nutrition
information people need to make informed choices about their
products. Without such warnings, we’ll see more sick, obese
children and more angry, litigious parents. I say, let the deep-
fried chips fall where they may.

“Don’t Blame the Eater.” From The New York Times, November 23, 2002.

eprinted by permission of the author.
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THis Jung, Time magazine and ABC News will host a three-
day summit on obesity. ABC News anchor Peter Jennings, who
last December anchored the prime-time special “How to Get
Fat Without Really Trying,” will host. Judging by the scheduled
program, the summit promises to be a pep rally for media, nutri-
tion activists, and policy makers—all agitating for a panoply
of government anti-obesity initiatives, including prohibiting
junk food in school vending machines, federal funding for new
bike trails and sidewalks, more demanding labels on foodstuffs,
restrictive food marketing to children, and prodding the food
industry into more “responsible” behavior. In other words,
bringing government between you and your waistline.

RapLEy BaLko writes a blog about civil liberties and the criminal
justice system for the Washington Post. He was once an editor at the
Huffington Post and Reason magazine and a columnist for FoxNews.com.
A self-described libertarian, Balko is the author of the book Rise of
the Warrior Cop: The Militarization of America’s Police Forces (2013).
This essay was first published on May 23, 2004, on the website of
the Cato Institute, which aims to promote the principles of “limited
government, individual liberty, free markets, and peace.”
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Politicians have already climbed aboard. President Bush
earmarked $200 million in his budget for anti-obesity meas-
ures. State legislatures and school boards across the country
have begun banning snacks and soda from school campuses
and vending machines. Senator Joe Lieberman and Oakland
Mayor Jerry Brown, among others, have called for a “fat tax” on
high-calorie foods. Congress is now considering menu-labeling
legislation, which would force restaurants to send every menu
item to the laboratory for nutritional testing.

This is the wrong way to fight obesity. Instead of manipu-
lating or intervening in the array of food options available to
American consumers, our government ought to be working to
foster a sense of responsibility in and ownership of our own
health and well-being. But we’re doing just the opposite.

For decades now, America’s health care system has been
migrating toward socialism. Your well-being, shape, and
condition have increasingly been deemed matters of “public

health,” instead of matters of personal responsibility. Our
lawmakers just enacted a huge entitlement that requires some
people to pay for other people’s medicine. Senator Hillary
Clinton just penned a lengthy article in the New York Times
Magazine calling for yet more federal control of health care. All
of the Democratic candidates for president boasted plans to push
health care further into the public sector. More and more, states
are preventing private health insurers from charging overweight
and obese clients higher premiums, which effectively removes
any financial incentive for maintaining a healthy lifestyle.
We're becoming less responsible for our own health, and
more responsible for everyone else’s. Your heart attack drives
up the cost of my premiums and office visits. And if the gov-
ernment is paying for my anti-cholesterol medication, what
incentive is there for me to put down the cheeseburger?
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This collective ownership of private health then paves the
way for even more federal restrictions on consumer choice and
civil liberties. A society where everyone is responsible for every-
one else’s well-being is a society more apt to accept government
restrictions, for example—on what McDonald’s can put on its
menu, what Safeway or Kroger can put on grocery shelves,
or holding food companies responsible for the bad habits of
unhealthy consumers.

A growing army of nutritionist activists and food industry foes
are egging the process on. Margo Wootan of the Center for
Science in the Public Interest has said, “We've got to move
beyond ‘personal responsibility.”” The largest organization of trial
lawyers now encourages its members to weed jury pools of
candidates who show “personal responsibility bias.” The title of

Fortipson Jennings’s special from last December—*How to Get Fat

distinguishing  Without Really Trying”—reveals his intent, which is to
what you say

fromwhat  relieve viewers of responsibility for their own condition.

th : . . . .
Bano doce oo, Indeed, Jennings ended the program with an impassioned

seeChapter 5. plea for government intervention to fight obesity.

The best way to alleviate the obesity “public health” cri-
sis is to remove obesity from the realm of public health. It
doesn’t belong there anyway. It’s difficult to think of anything
more private and of less public concern than what we choose to
put into our bodies. It only becomes a public matter when we
force the public to pay for the consequences of those choices.
If policymakers want to fight obesity, they’ll halt the creep-
ing socialization of medicine, and move to return individual
Americans’ ownership of their own health and well-being back
to individual Americans.

That means freeing insurance companies to reward healthy
lifestyles, and penalize poor ones. It means halting plans to
further socialize medicine and health care. Congress should
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also increase access to medical and health savings accounts,
which give consumers the option of rolling money reserved for
health care into a retirement account. These accounts intro-
duce accountability into the health care system, and encourage
caution with one’s health care dollar. When money we spend
on health care doesn’t belong to our employer or the govern-
ment, but is money we could devote to our own retirement,
we're less likely to run to the doctor at the first sign of a cold.

We'll all make better choices about diet, exercise, and
personal health when someone else isn’t paying for the
consequences of those choices.

Joining the Conversation

1. What does Radley Balko claim in this essay? How do you
know? What position is he responding to? Cite examples
from the text to support your answer.

2. Reread the last sentence of paragraph 1: “In other words,
bringing government between you and your waistline.” This
is actually a sentence fragment, but it functions as metacom-
mentary, inserted by Balko to make sure that readers see his
point. Imagine that this statement were not there, and reread
the first three paragraphs. Does it make a difference in how
you read this piece?

3. Notice the direct quotations in paragraph 7. How has Balko
integrated these quotations into his text—how has he intro-
duced them, and what, if anything, has he said to explain
them and tie them to his own text? Are there any changes
you might suggest? How do key terms in the quotations echo
one another? (See Chapter 3 for advice on quoting, and
pp. 114-16 for help on identifying key terms.)
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WHAT SHOULD WE EAT?
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WHAT sHoULD WE EAT! The answer may seem obvious: food,
what else? But today we have more choices than ever before
about what we eat. An increasing number of ethnic foods,
regional dishes, and unfamiliar ingredients appear on menus in
fast-food places and so-called fancy restaurants alike. TV cook-
ing shows have never been so numerous—or so widely watched.
Supermarkets have entire aisles of specialty, organic, and glu-
ten-free foods. Recipes of all types are only a few clicks away
online, typically accompanied by mouth-watering photographs.

And yet, as our food choices grow in number, we, too, are
expanding. Obesity, often beginning in early childhood, has
become a national concern and, with it, diabetes, high blood
pressure, and hypertension. Medical costs for these illnesses are
skyrocketing.

With tantalizing foods readily available, we need to learn
how to make wise choices—but that can be easier said than
done. Some civic leaders and public-health experts believe the
government should step in to ensure that healthy foods are
available for everyone, to educate us about our options, and
to tax or even to outlaw the most unhealthy items, as former
mayor Michael Bloomberg tried (but failed) to do in his bid
to ban extra-large soft drinks in New York City. Meanwhile,
civil libertarians, food and beverage producers, and those who
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enjoy the unhealthy items strongly oppose such governmental
efforts. So, what should we eat? The readings in this chapter
answer this question from various perspectives.

The chapter opens with an essay by food activist Michael
Pollan outlining his rationale for ending our reliance on pro-
cessed foods and moving to a diet of local, organic foods, espe-
cially vegetables. Steven Shapin, a professor of the history of
science, argues that the health benefits of organic food are in
many cases dubious. Mary Maxfield challenges the assumption
that overeating is a social problem that needs to be fixed and
suggests that Michael Pollan and other critics exaggerate its
dangers. Fiction writer Jonathan Safran Foer explores his own
family history to explain why he and his wife became vegetarian
and are raising their children not to eat meat.

On the issue of government intervention versus personal
responsibility, David Zinczenko blames the fast-food industry
for the growing rate of obesity in the United States and argues
that this industry should be regulated by the government. In
contrast, libertarian commentator Radley Balko argues that
what we eat should remain a matter of personal responsibility
and that staying trim is a matter of individual willpower.

Next come two arguments about the effects of research and
marketing on what we eat. Michael Moss provides a fascinating
look at ways in which fast-food companies make their products
difficult to resist. Similarly, professor Marion Nestle reveals
how supermarkets design stores in order to maximize profits,
to the detriment of customers’ health and budget concerns.
The chapter concludes with an essay by David H. Freedman
arguing that Pollan and those who share his views should not
consider fast food the enemy; rather, he suggests, fast-food
companies may be the best vehicle for making millions of

Americans healthier.
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So read on for a wide range of opinions on food and eating
today. You'll likely find plenty to agree with, and just as much
to disagree with. But whatever you think, this conversation
matters. The arguments in this chapter will challenge you to
think about what you believe and why.

And you'll find even more readings on theysayiblog.com,
along with a space where you respond with what you think—

and literally add your own voice to the conversation.
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The Fruits of Family Trees

WHEN I was YouNG, I would often spend the weekend at my
grandmother’s house. On my way in, Friday night, she would lift
me from the ground in one of her fire-smothering hugs. And on
the way out, Sunday afternoon, I was again taken into the air.
It wasn’t until years later that I realized she was weighing me.

My grandmother survived World War II barefoot,
scavenging Eastern Europe for other people’s inedibles:
rotting potatoes, discarded scraps of meat, skins and the bits
that clung to bones and pits. So she never cared if I colored
outside the lines, as long as [ cut coupons along the dashes.
I remember hotel buffets: while the rest of us erected Golden

JonaTHAN SaFrRAN FoER is the author of the best-selling novels
Ewverything Is Illuminated (2002) and Extremely Loud and Incredibly
Close (2005), both of which were adapted into films. He has been
named one of Rolling Stone’s “People of the Year” and Esquire’s “Best
and Brightest,” and his writing has appeared in the New Yorker’s “20
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Calves of breakfast, she would make sandwich upon sandwich
to swaddle in napkins and stash in her bag for lunch. It was
my grandmother who taught me that one tea bag makes as
many cups of tea as you're serving, and that every part of the
apple is edible.

Her obsession with food wasn’t an obsession with money.
(Many of those coupons I clipped were for foods she would
never buy.)

Her obsession wasn’t with health. (She would beg me to
drink Coke.)

My grandmother never set a place for herself at family
dinners. Even when there was nothing more to be done—no
soup bowls to be topped off, no pots to be stirred or ovens
checked—she stayed in the kitchen, like a vigilant guard (or
prisoner) in a tower. As far as [ could tell, the sustenance she
got from the food she made didn’t require her to eat it.

We thought she was the greatest chef who ever lived. My
brothers and I would tell her as much several times a meal.
And yet we were worldly enough kids to know that the greatest
chef who ever lived would probably have more than one recipe
(chicken with carrots), and that most great recipes involved
more than two ingredients.

And why didn’t we question her when she told us that dark
food is inherently more healthful than light food, or that the
bulk of the nutrients are found in the peel or crust? (The sand-
wiches of those weekend stays were made with the saved ends
of pumpernickel loaves.) She taught us that animals that are
bigger than you are very good for you, animals that are smaller
than you are good for you, fish (which aren’t animals) are fine
for you, then tuna (which aren’t fish), then vegetables, fruits,
cakes, cookies and sodas. No foods are bad for you. Sugars are
great. Fats are tremendous. The fatter a child is, the fitter it

449





image3.png
JONATHAN SAFRAN FOER

is—especially if it’s a boy. Lunch is not one meal, but three,
to be eaten at 11, 12:30 and 3. You are always starving.

In fact, her chicken with carrots probably was the most deli-
cious thing I've ever eaten. But that had little to do with how
it was prepared, or even how it tasted. Her food was delicious
because we believed it was delicious. We believed in our grand-
mother’s cooking more fervently than we believed in God.

More stories could be told about my grandmother than
about anyone else I've ever met—her otherwordly childhood,
the hairline margin of her survival, the totality of her loss, her
immigration and further loss, the triumph and tragedy of her
assimilation—and while I will one day try to tell them to my
children, we almost never told them to one another. Nor did
we call her by any of the obvious and earned titles. We called
her the Greatest Chef.

The story of her relationship to food holds all of the other
stories that could be told about her. Food, for her, is not food.
It is terror, dignity, gratitude, vengeance, joy, humiliation, reli-
gion, history and, of course, love. It was as if the fruits she
always offered us were picked from the destroyed branches of
our family tree.

Possible Again

When I was 2, the heroes of all my bedtime books were animals.
The first thing I can remember learning in school was how to
pet a guinea pig without accidentally killing it. One summer
my family fostered a cousin’s dog. I kicked it. My father told me
we don’t kick animals. When I was 7, I mourned the death of
a goldfish I'd won the previous weekend. I discovered that my
father had flushed it down the toilet. I told my father—using
other, less familial language—we don’t flush animals down
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the toilet. When I was 9, I had a baby sitter who didn’t want
to hurt anything. She put it just like that when I asked her
why she wasn’t having chicken with my older brother and me.

“Hurt anything?” I asked.

“You know that chicken is chicken, right?”

Frank shot me a look: Mom and Dad entrusted this stupid
woman with their precious babies?

Her intention might or might not have been to convert us,
but being a kid herself, she lacked whatever restraint it is that
so often prevents a full telling of this particular story. Without
drama or rhetoric, skipping over or euphemizing, she shared
what she knew.

My brother and I looked at each other, our mouths full of
hurt chickens, and had simultaneous how-in-the-world-could-

15

I-have-never-thought-of-that-before-and-why-on-earth- .. chapters

didn’t-someone-tell-me? moments. I put down my fork. ~ forties on

mixing formal

Frank finished the meal and is probably eating a chicken  and informal

as I type these words.
What our baby sitter said made sense to me, not only because

it seemed so self-evidently true, but also because it was the
extension to food of everything my parents had taught me. We
don’t hurt family members. We don’t hurt friends or strang-
ers. We don’t even hurt upholstered furniture. My not hav-
ing thought to include farmed animals in that list didn’t make
them the exceptions to it. It just made me a child, ignorant of
the world’s workings. Until [ wasn’t. At which point I had to
change my life.

Until I didn’t. My vegetarianism, so bombastic and unyield-
ing in the beginning, lasted a few years, sputtered and quietly
died. I never thought of a response to our baby sitter’s code
but found ways to smudge, diminish and ignore it. Generally
speaking, I didn’t cause hurt. Generally speaking, I strove to do

451

language.




image5.png
JONATHAN SAFRAN FOER

the right thing. Generally speaking, my conscience was clear
enough. Pass the chicken, I'm starving.

Mark Twain said that quitting smoking is among the easiest
things you can do; he did it all the time. I would add vegetarian-
ism to the list of easy things. In high school I became vegetarian

more times than I can now remember, most often as an effort
to claim a bit of identity in a world of people whose identities
seemed to come effortlessly. I wanted a slogan to distinguish
my mom’s Volvo’s bumper, a bake-sale cause to fill the self-
conscious half-hour of school break, an occasion to get closer
to the breasts of activist women. (And I continued to think it
was wrong to hurt animals.) Which isn’t to say that I refrained
from eating meat. Only that I refrained in public. Many din-
ners of those years began with my father asking, “Any dietary
restrictions I need to know about tonight?”

When I went to college, I started eating meat more ear-
nestly. Not “believing in it"—whatever that would mean—but
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willfully pushing the questions out of my mind. It might well
have been the prevalence of vegetarianism on campus that
discouraged my own—I find myself less likely to give money
to a street musician whose case is overflowing with bills.

But when, at the end of my sophomore year, I became a
philosophy major and started doing my first seriously preten-
tious thinking, I became a vegetarian again. The kind of active

forgetting that I was sure meat eating required felt too paradoxi-
cal to the intellectual life I was trying to shape. I didn’t know
the details of factory farming, but like most everyone, I knew
the gist: it is miserable for animals, the environment, farmers,
public health, biodiversity, rural communities, global poverty
and so on. [ thought life could, should and must conform to
the mold of reason, period. You can imagine how annoying this
made me.

When [ graduated, I ate meat—Tlots of every kind of meat—
for about two years. Why? Because it tasted good. And because
more important than reason in shaping habits are the stories
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