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BACKGROUND 

 Longtime ultra-

endurance competitor 

 Very interested in the 

subject. 

 Taught a class in this 

subject at UNR. 



SUBJECT 

 Asking questions about our 

History 

 Attitudes 

 Language 

 These inform our current condition 



ARE YOU WHAT YOU EAT? 

• Biochemically? 

• Are we just corn? 

 



“YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT” 

 Actually a poor translation from the French 

 Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, in Physiologie du 

Gout, ou Meditations de Gastronomie 

Transcendante, 1826:  

 « Dis-moi ce que tu manges, je te dirai ce que 

tu es.  » 

 Better / literal translation: “Tell me what you 

eat and I will tell you what you are.” 



ANOTHER TRANSLATION 

 Perhaps more figurative: 

 “Show me what you eat and I will tell you who 

you are.” 

 

 



WHAT CAN WE SHOW? 

 What is “American” food culture and how does 

that influence what we eat? 

 



A MOVING TARGET? 

 Our problems today are 

not those of yesterday. 

 Now the ads are just the 

reverse… 



WE SEE THIS 

 Can you imagine a TV show, “The Biggest 

Gainer”? 



SOME HISTORY 

 The American Colonies were agricultural 

 All food was local and organic 

 This was a three-miles-per-hour world 



AGRICULTURAL COLONIES 

20th Century Value-Added 

(?) Product 

 Lasts 100 years + (?) 

 No refrigeration needed 

 Never was good 

18th Century Value-Added 

Product 

 Lasts 100 years + 

 No refrigeration needed 

 Better with age 



EARLY AMERICAN WRITINGS 

 Many early writers wrote about food 

 A surprising reflection of today 

 



DE CREVECOEUR 

de Crevecoeur : 1735-1813 
Original publication 1783 

Very much a 
promotion of the 
colonies and 
contrast to Europe 
 
Very astute 
observer of nature 



BENJAMIN FRANKLIN 

 Wrote much about food. 

Written 1771-1790 as a memoir 

Published (posthumously) 1793 in English 



FRANKLIN’S SCHEDULE 

 My brother and the rest going from 
the printing-house to their meals, I 
remained there alone, and, 
dispatching presently my light 
repast, which often was no more 
than a brisket or a slice of bread, a 
handful of raisins or a tart from 
the pastry-cook's, and a glass of 
water, had the rest of the time till 
their return for study, in which I 
made the greater progress, from 
that greater clearness of head and 
quicker apprehension which 
usually attend temperance in 
eating and drinking. [Chapter 1] 



THOREAU AND FOOD 

 



1930’S CONCERNS 

 Food Adulteration 

 Sound Familiar? 

 Distrust of experts 

 Worry over additives 

 Did we really learn 

anything? 



KALLET & SCHLINK 

 “Let us take the cartons, bottles, cans, and 

bags out of the delivery boy's box, one by one, 

and examine the contents of each carefully. We 

shall find a choice lot of irritant, injurious 

chemicals preservatives, and dangerous 

chemical and bacterial products of 

decomposition.” (Page 20) 



ETHNIC HERITAGE IN AMERICA 

 



KLINDIENST’S THESIS 

 “In keeping alive their heritage, ethnic 

gardeners also keep alive a wisdom about our 

place in nature that is all but lost to 

mainstream American culture. 

 [they] keep alive, and offer back to us, viable 

alternatives to the habits of mind that have 

brought us to our current crisis.” 

 



REDISCOVERY OF LOCAL FOOD 

 Recognizing the value of 

local food 

 Recognizing regional 

differences 

 Finding “home” 



NABHAN’S LANGUAGE 

 “I reached up and pulled down a ripe peach 

from the branch above me, and bit into it. Its 

juices filled my mouth, dripped into my beard 

and down my chin. Within seconds of leaving 

the mother tree, the peach was in my mouth, 

and it was becoming part of my body. To merely 

say “the fruit was fresh” is not enough to 

explain the sensation I felt: this fruit was still 

alive when it touched my lips.” (p. 96) 



EPITAPH FOR A PEACH 

 David M. 

Masumoto 

 A year-long story of 

an economically 

unviable peach 

 

 



IS EATING… 

 A nutritional act? 

 A social act? 

 An agricultural act? 

 A political act? 

 An economic act? 

 A moral act? 

 Which of these defines us? 



AMERICAN FOOD VALUES 

 For the most part: 

Quick 

 Convenient 

 Cheap 

 Look Good 

 In other words 

 Cost, convenience, appearance 

 



GRANT ME… 

Grant me intention, purpose and design - 

That’s near enough for me to the divine. 

-- Robert Frost 



DESIGN 

 “Design is the first signal of human intention.” 

William McDonough 



SO, WHAT HAVE WE DESIGNED? 

 



AMERICAN FOOD CULTURE 

 Ignorant Pleasure 

 Americans are ignorant of aspects of food: 

 Environmental 

 Social 

Nutritional/Physiological 

 Emotional 

 



SURRENDER FOOD CULTURE 

 We Have: 

 Surrendered: Nutrition for Cost (cheapness) 

 Surrendered: Experience for Convenience 

 Surrendered: Taste for Appearance 

 Surrendered: Gratitude for Detachment 



WHAT DO WE CALL FOR? 

 Knowledge? 

 Education? 

 Dissemination? 

 Appreciation? 

 A new food Culture? 



WENDELL BERRY 

 Eating with the fullest pleasure—pleasure, that 

is, that does not depend on ignorance—is 

perhaps the profoundest enactment of our 

connection with the world.  

 In this pleasure we experience and celebrate 

our dependence and our gratitude, for we are 

living from mystery, from creatures we did not 

make and powers we cannot comprehend.  



IT IS NOT THAT I HAVE THE ANSWERS 

 It is that I hope to have raised 

some key questions.  

 Thank you 


