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INTRODUCTION 









Welcome to the Ministry of Thin. All members are welcome and there's no charge – in fact you're signed up automatically at birth. Obviously every organisation needs rules and regulations – these are simple, effective and will last a lifetime: 


 


1.    If you aren't thin you aren't attractive. 


2.    Being thin is more important than being healthy. 


3.    You must buy clothes, cut your hair, starve yourself, do anything to look thinner. 


4.    You will not eat without feeling guilty. 


5.    You will not eat fattening food without punishing yourself afterwards. 


6.    You will count calories and restrict intake accordingly. 


7.    What the scale says is the most important thing. 


8.    Losing weight is good; gaining weight is bad. 


9.    You can never be too thin. 


10.    Being thin and not eating are signs of true willpower and success. 


 


The 'thin commandments' (from eatingdisordersonline.com), originally intended to illustrate how extreme some weight-loss behaviour can become, have been taken up as 'thinspiration' mantras on pro-anorexia and pro-bulimia websites. It's easy to dismiss these commandments as dangerous, sick, disordered… but take another look. These have become the female commandments, whose basic principles now govern many of our lives. The chances are, if you're female, you'll identify with some of these rules, even if you don't follow them all. 




  Of course there are still women out there who eat, dress and express themselves with absolute confidence, who mean it when they say they love their bodies and never think about their weight – and that's a wonderful thing. There are cultures in which the rounder female form is preferred to the slender, and developing countries in which food itself is scarce, which don't have the luxury of dieting or body anxiety. But countless surveys have shown that the vast majority of us in the developed Western world would like to be thinner. We worry about our weight constantly, and we believe our lives would be better if we could shift the extra pounds, kilos or stones. Women routinely place losing weight above work goals, health or relationships; a US study in 2011 reported that one in six women would choose to be blind rather than obese, others would prefer herpes or alcoholism to being overweight. 




  And it's not just women who suffer from negative body image. In 2012 BBC News reported a survey from the Centre for Appearance Research at the University of the West of England in which 4 out of 5 male respondents said they were 'unhappy' with their weight. Among the men (with an average age of forty), the main body issues were 'beer bellies' and lack of muscles – with 60 per cent saying that their arms, chests and stomachs were not muscular enough. Thirty-five per cent of the men even said they would exchange a year of their life to achieve their ideal body weight or shape. 




  It doesn't need to be this extreme: the chances are, if you're a woman in the twenty-first century reading this, you will have felt some of the pressures and identify with some of the anxieties I explore in this book. As women, our perspectives will vary, from those who would simply like to be more toned and a few pounds lighter, to those who avoid looking at themselves in the mirror or never walk around in front of their partner naked, or those who actively hate their bodies, or deny themselves food when hungry, eat or starve in secret, or those who simply don't feel good about the way they look. 




  But what is the Ministry of Thin? Perhaps you don't want to be a member, perhaps you don't remember signing up for it. And that's the point. The majority of us, sane, independent, confident women like you and me, don't want to be part of it. We're well aware of the paradox of being caught up in the collective female pursuit of thin while seeing it for what it is. 




  And we are independent, in so many ways – fearless, feminist, sometimes fierce in standing up for ourselves and others. We're in charge of our careers, our fertility, our money; we own property, we use our voting rights, we bring up our families with or without men. 




  Of course there remain serious gender inequalities: the earnings gap between men and women is still around 13 per cent in the public sector, and around 20 per cent in the private sector. Women in high-flying jobs earn almost half a million pounds less over the course of their working lives than men with identical careers, according to the Chartered Management Institute (November 2012). Women are less likely to receive a bonus and more likely to be made redundant. 




  Although the number of senior women in FTSE 100 companies is rising, they still make up barely 17 per cent and there are currently only three female FTSE 100 Chief Executives. Ambitious men are considered successful; ambitious women are considered a bit, well, pushy. When is the last time you heard a man called 'bossy'? Industry studies show that UK companies are spectacularly unsuccessful at promoting women, and that women are routinely penalised for requesting maternity leave or for taking career breaks to bring up children. For all the promise of flexible working, the so-called 'motherhood penalty' is alive and well in UK workplaces. 




  More than forty years after the Equal Pay Act was passed, pay between women and men is still not equal. Depressingly, the only professions in which women can realistically expect to earn more than men are prostitution, modelling and pornography. Female entrepreneurs also do well when pay is determined on actual business performance and growth, rather than decided by male bosses. A global survey has found that self-made women earn on average 17 per cent more than men (Barclays Wealth & Asset Management, January 2013). 




  The organisation Women in Journalism recently reported that 83 per cent of contributors and presenters on Radio 4's Today programme are, guess what, male. Seventy-eight per cent of front-page bylines in national newspapers are male, and the majority of experts quoted are male; women most often appear in newsprint as victims, sex symbols or married to famous men. To illustrate this point, the three most photographed females of recent years are: the Duchess of Cambridge; her sister Pippa Middleton; and Madeleine McCann, the little girl who disappeared in Portugal in 2007. When the girlfriend of Paralympic athlete Oscar Pistorius was shot dead on Valentine's Day 2013, she fulfilled all these criteria: Reeva Steenkamp was not only a glamour model, she was also the girlfriend of a famous man, and a victim. Photographs of the dead woman in a bikini appeared on the front page of many tabloid newspapers while she was still in the mortuary. 




  The Church of England's General Synod voted in late 2012 against the ordination of women bishops. Interestingly, it was the laity, not the clergy, who narrowly tipped the balance in this vote, but the end result is the same. As many commentators pointed out, women do the majority of work and ministry within the church, but they are still unable to take up their rightful places. It may be the twenty-first century, but the failed attempt to shatter this 'stained-glass ceiling' is a reminder of the old-fashioned sexism which remains entrenched in many of our national institutions. 




  Despite all this, women are not weak or powerless. We run successful businesses and govern countries; we write books and direct films; we win Olympic medals and Nobel Prizes. Just the other day my boyfriend said: 'Basically, women are better than men at everything.' He sounded surprised, as if this had only just occurred to him. It's not a level playing field for us, there are many glaring inequalities, but we achieve all that men achieve and more. 




  And yet… There is still a consensus on what women should look like; a near-universal acknowledgement that a thinner body is a superior body. How can we be so strong and yet so idiotic? What is the desire to lose weight really about? Why do we allow the thin-rules to brainwash us? 




 


* 


 


Maybe we were recruited into the Ministry of Thin the day we were born female, or the day we were first dressed in pink, or realised we shouldn't play in the mud with our brothers because pretty girls stay clean. Maybe it was when we first glanced in the mirror and felt rounded, or tubby, or wrong – more than half of three- to six-year-old girls say they feel 'fat'. Or maybe it was the day we first picked up a razor aged eleven or thirteen or fifteen and began the lifelong mowing of body hair. 




  You may well say that you prefer to look this way – the way women are supposed to look – hairless and smooth, your skin tanned, your eyebrows neatly groomed. And I do too. But is it really a preference: is it OK to say no? When you consider the outcry following the appearance of Julia Roberts on the red carpet with unshaven armpits (years ago now, and still notorious) it's debatable whether choice exists any longer. 




  I'm not demanding that we all stop 'maintaining' ourselves – grow our body hair, throw away our cosmetics, stop exercising. Just that it shouldn't be such a massive deal when we choose not to. As women, our appearance should be a matter of preference, the way a man chooses whether to grow a beard, or not to bother about his receding hairline. We should be able to make up our minds, and I don't believe we do. It's not a choice when there is no choice at all. 




  The simplest thing, of course, would be to fight back. To stand up to the depilation dictators, to ignore all diet and detox regimes, to embrace ageing, wrinkles and grey hair. It's easier said than done. There are plenty of women who don't wear make-up or dye their hair (although going grey is often seen as 'brave') but the weight issue touches almost everyone. People, especially women, are judged on their bodies. And food, far from being a source of energy and enjoyment, has become a battleground of guilt and shame and excess and starvation. Everywhere we look, success and sexiness and happiness seem to belong to the thin. 




  In essence, the Ministry of Thin operates from within us, consciously or not, an internal policeman which tells us that thinner is better. To revolt, you need something to revolt against, and the Ministry of Thin isn't that clear-cut. It's the rules, pressures and expectations we live with, it's the media, it's men and it's other women. Hardest of all to stand up to, it's the mirror – it's ourselves. 




  We first absorb the thin rules as young girls from our mothers, sisters and friends. In adolescence they are reinforced by magazines, boyfriends, and the world around us. By adulthood, wanting to be thinner is just another one of the curious non-essential and yet essential rules to which women adhere: just as we remove our body hair and wear make-up, we worry about our weight, we despair of our bodies, we try not to eat too much, we force ourselves to go to the gym, we feel fat, we diet. There is absolutely nothing unusual about these actions or experiences – disliking one's body and wanting to be thinner is the new normal. 




  Pick up any woman's magazine these days: Two weeks to your best-ever bikini body; How to lose weight without feeling hungry; Celebs share their diet secrets. Or listen to any conversation between teenage girls or adult women. A friend recently told me that her seven-year-old daughter's classmates were compiling a list rating each other as 'skinny, medium or fat'. From childhood we know the rules: fat is bad, thin is good. Think of the terms we use to describe our body parts, that ever-expanding litany of hate: cankles, bingo wings, muffin tops, thunder thighs. 




  Just as sad as the revulsion we mentally direct at our own bodies every day is the outrage we express towards anyone who doesn't feel it. The Ministry of Thin dictates that women should dislike themselves, or at least express proper insecurities, and we feel suspicious of anyone who doesn't. It is a weird inversion of recent feminist advances: in the second half of the twentieth century we began to find our voices, to accept our bodies, to express our sexuality, to be freer in our clothes and movements and actions. This was followed by Millennial post-feminism, where we learned to embrace our femininity, to bake cupcakes in our Cath Kidston pinnies while mastering Cosmo's sex tip of the month, and trying to convince ourselves we were 'having it all'. 




  Now, whether we're porn-star-waxed and Botoxed to the frozen eyebrows or not, we seem to have settled into quiet despair. For many of us, the energy, the confidence, is gone. Even if you are happy with the way you look, it's probably safer to pretend you're not, or at least to keep quiet about your peculiar ideas. These days we feel obliged to conform to the rule of personal body hatred. 




  But I refuse to believe that we're just stupid. I don't think we chose to make our lives so difficult; nor that we want to spend our lives feeling hungry, fat, ugly or old. Is this all a huge conspiracy against women? Well, perhaps not, but there are serious commercial players at work here, industries which make billions from convincing us, from an early age, that we need to overhaul our appearance, lose several stone, wax off every trace of body hair, consume only organic or diet foods, hide our flaws with expensive make-up, remodel and improve with surgery – spend more, more, more because we're inadequate as we are. The female body is a commodity, a consumer item; we've become perfectible – and if we don't make constant efforts to modify it, we're letting ourselves go. 




  These vested interests include the cosmetic and pharmaceutical industries, health and fitness companies, fashion designers, food producers and advertisers, women's magazines, the personal trainers and gym owners and diet gurus and cosmetic surgeons all with something to peddle. Intentionally or not, these massive corporations have created a febrile climate in which it's normal, nay expected, for women to hate their bodies. Labiaplasty (where women undergo painful surgery in order to achieve a 'designer vagina') is on the increase, a Western form of female genital mutilation. 




  Of course there are countless unspoken rules to being acceptable as a woman – thou shalt not age; thou shalt not be ugly; thou shalt not be too emotionally open, nor too obviously clever – but being thin trumps them all. Wanting to lose weight is the way women identify with each other – complete strangers will bond over a buffet table with the simple phrase: 'I shouldn't, but this just looks too delicious.' Self-deprecating comments about our appearance are a shortcut to female friendship: I recently caught another woman's eye as we both tried on jeans in the changing room at Zara. As we grimaced at our reflections she said: 'I knew I shouldn't have eaten that ice cream last night!' 




  Wanting to get thin is also the way we keep our own potential selves in check: 'when I lose ten pounds…' It's our excuse for failure in relationships or at work; it's that mythical dress which is two sizes too small which we'll wear when we reach our goal weight. 




  As someone who has reached that goal weight, dropped those ten pounds (and much, much more) I can tell you that getting thin doesn't solve anything. But the fact remains: losing weight has become for many of us the female holy grail. 




 



* 




 


So what qualifies me to write about our new obsession with skinny? Well, I'm a thirty-something woman, I have sisters in their twenties and forties, female friends across the age range from teenage to menopausal to eighty-something. As a journalist I write about issues that concern women in newspapers and magazines, including dieting, weight and body image. 




  More importantly, I've been through more than ten years of anorexia. I'm only now properly out the other side. For me, women's attitudes to eating, hunger and their bodies are fascinating and confusing in equal measure. I find myself simultaneously involved and alienated, both a participant and an outsider. Of course I understand what women mean when they talk about food and weight; when they refer to being good (dieting), or feeling guilty (greedy), or treating themselves (cake). I get it when women talk about disliking specific parts of their bodies. But it's hard too, emerging from a decade of severe food restriction, to look around me for examples of how to eat normally, and how to love and live with and accept myself, only to find that the majority of women are struggling with these issues too. Rationally, we must know that getting thinner won't necessarily make us happier or more fulfilled – and yet we never give up trying, or at least thinking that we should be trying. 




  For so long I thought that anorexia was different. For so long I wondered how most women can diet and exercise and not develop a full-blown eating disorder, whereas I started losing weight and exercising excessively and got sucked into the spiral of anorexia. When I see the girls in the office tucking into chocolate brownies for someone's birthday, moments after announcing their new diet regime, I wonder if eating disorders and disordered eating are actually part of the same spectrum; whether self-starvation is simply a more extreme form of female dieting. I see a lot of anxiety about weight around me; I hear a lot of guilt about food. Sometimes it seems that 'normal' dieting and anorexia are worlds apart, sometimes they seem very close. 




  Over the past two years I've had a weekly column in The Times, charting the ups and downs in my personal journey. In 2012 I wrote An Apple a Day: A Memoir of Love and Recovery from Anorexia. I should clarify: I don't think my experiences make me special. In fact, part of the joy of An Apple a Day has been the realisation that I'm not that different at all. So many 'normal' readers (both male and female) have contacted me to say, I feel this way too. Most of them do not have an actual eating disorder; they simply recognise that they have disordered eating patterns, feel guilty about their hunger, unhappy with their bodies or out of control around food. 




  In writing about anorexia I have paid a high personal cost (as anyone who chooses to write 'confessionally' will know) and I'm frequently accused of narcissism. But then I remember what Doris Lessing wrote in The Golden Notebook, that 'writing about oneself, one is writing about others'. And that has proved to be true. 




  So, does this make me an expert or a hypocrite? Recovery from anorexia is probably never completely 'over'; I'm aware that it's something I will work at for the rest of my life. There have been setbacks along the way, but the momentum has always been forward. Physically, I am 'recovered': I eat well and have a healthy BMI. After many years of fear, finally I can enjoy food again: breakfast in bed, an anniversary dinner, a picnic in the park. But I remember how it used to be – every Friday before work I would go to see my psychiatrist and he would ask me to step on the scales. I didn't know whether I wanted to see the numbers go up – which would mean that I was winning the fight against anorexia – or go down – which would mean that I was successful as a woman because I was losing weight. 




  I will try not to refer to my own anorexia too much. But here's what I'd like to understand: if being thin is the answer, what's the question? 




 


* 


 


You may think that writing about this is the worst thing for me to do. But our obsession with skinny is there: it's a fact. In Elizabeth Gilbert's book on marriage, Committed, she explores her ambivalence towards the institution of marriage (shortly before she herself is about to marry). At one point she writes: 'The best way I know how to get really granular and intimate with a subject is to write a book about it.' 




  And that's what I want to do here. My starting point is not that all diets are bad, nor that all body-dissatisfaction is misplaced. My aim is not to dissuade anyone from losing weight if they need to. I've never blamed the media or others for my eating disorder and I try not to make sweeping generalisations about the 'modern world'. I'm no sociologist, and I will try to steer clear of shouty accusations about the sexist, ageist, patriarchal society which is keeping women down. (Although it's true that hungry women are much less trouble than strong ones, isn't it?) 




  The twenty-first century must be one of the best and worst times to be a woman: the pressures on us are immense, the opportunities open to us are incredible. But trust me, it's really hard to function when you don't have enough fuel in the tank. 




  Having recently rejoined the so-called 'normal' world, I'm fascinated by our seemingly obsessive body-narrative; the daily comments we make about ourselves and others – 'You look amazing, have you lost weight?'; 'OMG those jeans are so slimming!'; 'If you see me going near a carb today, shoot me!' I want to examine the automatic negativity we direct towards our bodies almost without registering it: do we want or need to feel this way? Do we consciously allow these thoughts, or are we simply victims? Now that being thin is synonymous with beauty and success, now that losing weight is the goal which most women have in common, I want to get 'granular' with this aspect of being female. 




  How did we get to a situation where it's normal to be at war with your own body, appetite and needs? Why do we dislike the skin we're in? It's an issue which is wonderfully easy to satirise, but in truth it goes much deeper than 'does my bum look big in this?' 




  This is about more than just anxious women squeezing themselves into painfully tight Spanx Pants, or teenage girls wanting to look like supermodels, or PMT-driven chocolate-binges, or anorexics starving themselves to death. This is about the worship of the slender figure by women of all ages and walks of life and the widespread depression and despair which results. This is about the dangerous extremes to which women will go to lose weight (yes, that liquid-only Drip Diet) only to gain it all back again and more. 




  You know that saying: inside every fat woman there's a thin woman struggling to get out. It's supposed to be funny, but it's actually quite sad. Think of the psychological damage; the sadness of feeling let down by your own appearance, inwardly thin and outwardly fat, thwarted by your lack of self-control, sabotaged by your greed and fleshiness, so ashamed that you eat in secret, or binge and then purge, or pretend you're not hungry when you are. Look at the tyranny of the diet industry, the impossible size zero culture and the celebrity-obsessed media, the disconnect between the way we ought to look and the way we are. Isn't it time we took this seriously, when the majority of us are living with constant hunger, wasting hours at the gym, detesting our bodies every morning, feeling guilty with every mouthful, putting our lives on hold until we've lost those hateful ten pounds? 




  Imagine not caring about your so-called flaws or comparing your shape to that of others, imagine never getting depressed by perfect women in advertisements or on television. Imagine eating in response to your hunger cues and not to your emotions, imagine never going on a diet, never using food as a reward or a punishment. Imagine never weighing yourself or even wanting to lose weight. Imagine not having forbidden foods, not ordering a salad when you really want fish and chips, imagine not minding what your friends eat or what size they are. 




  Some women achieve this enviable equilibrium, but very few. There's probably no such thing as total body confidence; no simple way to operate in our hyper-visual, highly-connected world without the odd wobble. But the modern obsession with losing weight, the fallacy that thinner automatically equals happier, is making many women (and men) unhappy on a daily basis. 




  According to Montaigne, 'The greatest thing in the world is to know how to belong to oneself.' Not an easy goal, perhaps, but one worth pursuing. There's a real freedom in deciding not to worry about what others think, or say, or look like, or eat. Maybe, by regaining control of our own thoughts and feelings, we can start to belong to ourselves once more. 






 
Chapter 1 




THE MINISTRY OF FOOD 










Alice and I are walking down the aisle marked Dairy. I take four small tubs of Greek 0% Total yogurt, a couple of raspberry-flavour Muller Lights. I add a four-pack of vanilla probiotic Activias, then a 2-pint carton of skimmed milk. My sister grimaces at the red-top milk – 'Skimmed? That stuff looks like dirty water.' I nod cheerfully, 'I know, tastes like it too.' We turn the corner into the aisle marked Meat, where it's Al's turn to stock up: bacon, chicken and some kind of fish. 




  At the checkout queue, we look at our baskets: butter, bacon and eggs in hers, muesli, pitta bread, Greek yogurt in mine. I also have apples, broccoli, bananas; Al has sparkling water, salmon, avocado. 




  See what she's doing; see what I'm doing? Without even thinking about it, we both have our forbidden foods – or if not entirely forbidden, substances we steer clear of. Al never buys coffee or wine, although she will have the occasional cappuccino or glass of wine when she's out. I literally don't go near butter, and I wouldn't know how to cook any of the meat she buys. Odder than her wariness of caffeine, and my strict vegetarianism, is our avoidance of whole food groups. I don't 'do' fat, she doesn't 'do' carbs. A few decades ago these might have seemed strange rules to follow, but these days they're pretty normal. In the twenty-first century most women police their diets in some way. 




  At the heart of it all is food, or rather our relationship with food. If we just ate to satisfy our hunger, we could have our meat-and-two-veg and leave it there. If calories were simply fuel, we'd consume what our bodies required, and there would be no weight problems. But few of us are that straightforward: we eat in response to emotional cues, not just hunger, we use food as a reward or withhold it as punishment, we bury sadness or despair in eating, we celebrate or console with meals, we demonstrate love and care and nurture through feeding others. 




  I suppose anorexia has made me hyper-aware of our ever-present food culture. Not that the food is tempting per se – not-eating is the most basic rule you master in anorexia – simply that the enemy is everywhere. Social situations involving food are hard to avoid, and those mantras of my anorexic decade: 'Honestly, I'm not hungry' and 'I'm fine, I just ate' resound in my head. 




  When I was writing An Apple a Day, one of the promises I made was that I would try to be less fearful of fat: 'I will remember that Brazil nuts, olive oil and other essential fats give you shiny hair and great skin, not a fat bum.' I've had some success with this – linseeds and pumpkins seeds for fat, hummus for protein – but I have to be careful. I try to ignore articles in magazines on sinful foods and miracle diets. And when other women are discussing what to eat and what to avoid, I do my best not to take it too seriously. 




  Bananas, for example. Yesterday a colleague at work commented, 'If I ate bananas I'd have to run about 20 miles a day to burn them off.' It was an offhand comment, said through a mouthful of chocolate brownie, and I shouldn't even have given it head-space. But bananas used to be problematic for me – they have a reputation for being higher in calories than other fruits, full of carbs. I felt a residual twinge of anxiety because I eat a banana most mornings – I love them, and they give me energy. But do bananas make you fat? … and so begins the banana anxiety. 




  Later, quite by coincidence, I noticed this link on Twitter: 'According to a Japanese scientific research, a banana contains TNF which has anti-cancer properties. The degree of anti-cancer effect corresponds to the degree of ripeness of the fruit. In other words, the riper the banana, the better the anti-cancer quality. Eat bananas for optimum health.' Instantly I began to feel better. 




  The same thing happened recently with peanut butter. After I wrote my Times column, I received this email from a reader: 'Emma, do you like peanut butter? I challenge you to one slice, on toasted granary bread – with butter if you can manage. Eating small but tasty, nutritious snacks really helped me gain weight. Try it, and tell me it's not good?' 




  I thought about it. I'm always looking for good vegetarian sources of protein – and I like challenges. But peanut butter, quite apart from having the B word in it, is terribly fattening, isn't it? So I googled it: 'Peanut butter has long been shunned as high-fat and high-calorie, but it's not all bad. True, it contains 16 grams of fat per serving, but it's the heart-healthy, monounsaturated kind. Go for it.' And so I did. Crunchy peanut butter on piping hot toast. 




 



* 




 


Back to the supermarket queue, and my basket containing dairy, carbs, fruit and veg and no fat, and Alice's containing meat, fish and butter but no carbs. To be honest, I've sort of lost track of the rules: is it carbohydrates which make you overweight these days, raising insulin and storing glucose, or are trans-fats the demons, or is high-fibre the way to go? Do essential fats keep you slim, does protein build muscle? Is it simply the billion-dollar commercial industries peddling their theories to make us paranoid and faddy about what we eat? I'm not even talking about Atkins, Dukan or the 5:2 Diets – I'll look at these later – for now I'm interested in how we got suspicious of everyday foods like bread and milk and meat. 




  The first thing to say is that it's not just me and my sister: these days, food-wariness is well and truly mainstream. And the food and diet industry have jumped on this in a big way, reinforcing our uncertainties and pandering to our fears. Pret A Manger, for example, one of the UK's largest sandwich chains, sell 'No Bread Crayfish and Avocado' and a range of other bread-free lunches. They detected the carb-phobia early on, and have been doing very well out of it – I have female friends who refer to 'carb-free' days as casually as they would discuss the weather. 




  So are we phobic, faddy or simply ill-informed? The number of Brits currently claiming to have a food allergy or intolerance is more than one in five, with most singling out wheat as the culprit. This is an increase of 400 per cent in the past twenty years. Research conducted by Portsmouth University has shown that of all those claiming to have an allergy or intolerance, only 2 per cent actually do. In other words, millions of people have decided, or have been persuaded, that they have an allergy to certain foods. This could be a way of saying we don't like something, or it could be harmless hypochondria or fussiness. Perhaps we find it easier to mumble about a dairy-intolerance or gluten-sensitivity rather than admit 'I don't eat bread because it makes me gain weight.' 




  So food isn't simply a matter of fuel – it's also a personal issue. I made the choice not to eat meat or fish, fifteen years ago in Connecticut. I remember the exact moment I went vegetarian: a barbecue beside the lake with my then boyfriend's family. His father handed me a plate of delicious food – large steak and a generous pile of chips. As I cut into the meat the blood gushed out and around the plate, soaking the chips a watery red. I decided there and then that I couldn't eat dead animals any more. But I've noticed how close this ethical vegetarianism creeps to full-on veganism, how easy it would be for my forbidden list to grow (a legacy, I'm sure, of the strict anorexic mindset). For example, I feel uneasy about eggs – they were once, almost, living chicks. If I think too long about milk from cows, hot milky liquid being pumped out of the udders, the artificial hormones required to keep the cattle producing milk, I begin to feel queasy. But I can't go there: I spent too long avoiding food groups. Plenty of vegans have healthy, balanced diets, but I know that it wouldn't be a wise choice for me. 




  But which of us doesn't have preferences when it to comes to food, favourite flavours or irrational phobias? These are often linked to happy associations or unpleasant experiences in the past. My best friend, for example, can't eat apples, ever since he bit into one as a child and a huge maggot crawled out. When he makes a simple sandwich, he says the tomato needs to be on top of the cheese, not underneath – apparently this affects the taste. Another friend will only eat carrots if they're sliced lengthways, rather than chopped into discs. My brother insists that M&Ms taste better in handfuls, rather than one by one. My boyfriend loves pineapple on his pizza, while I can't imagine mixing fruit with savoury – and my parents need to drink their morning tea from their special mugs or it just doesn't taste right. 




  My comfort food is baked beans – deeply unglamorous, I know, but I love them! Heinz claim to be the world's fourth biggest food and drink brand behind Coke, McDonald's and Nescafé so I'm clearly not the only one who likes baked beans. They're a global product like Marmite and Weetabix, one of those foods that people really love and miss when they emigrate. I just checked and discovered that they're exported to over sixty countries, including Russia and China. I've bought Heinz from dusty mini-markets in the Seychelles, on Greek islands, in gas stations in the Deep South. Magic food. As well as being a great source of vegetarian protein, they're naturally high in fibre and low in fat. I like my beans 'nude' – unadulterated – in a small can, eaten with a small silver spoon, ideally straight from the fridge. I know that many people would find cold baked beans revolting – mostly they're eaten hot, with a jacket potato, or on toast, or as part of a Full English breakfast. Chacun à son goût. 




 



* 




 


While our eating habits are deeply personal, food itself is laden with social connotations. The choices we make are quite mixed up, a combination of income, availability, preferences and personal food ideas: e.g. fresh is better than frozen; supporting local shops is a priority; large supermarkets are evil, etc. From childhood we have preferences around food and shopping, based on a range of factor such as where we grew up, our parents' income, family habits and food tastes. We differ in our feelings about 'value' brands, whether we drive to the supermarket and do one big shop a fortnight, or prefer to potter to the local shops and buy smaller amounts fresh every few days. My boyfriend relies on his Tesco online order once a week, my little sister always uses Ocado, but I quite like choosing my own fruit and veg in a real-live shop: these are just our personal choices. 




  When is the last time you went shopping at Lidl; when is the last time you went shopping at Waitrose? We all love a bargain – my father is quite a fan of the '4 pints of milk for £1' at Iceland – but there is undeniably a difference in atmosphere and shopping experience. Lidl, Aldi and Iceland, for example, proclaim their cheap-deals with huge yellow stickers, whereas Waitrose and Sainsbury's opt for more discreet 'price-matching' labels. Some shoppers pursue price and convenience; others feel the moral and environmental responsibility of consumerism. A friend of mine in her sixties would never buy her fruit and veg from anywhere but the local market stalls (and yet she admits that she often finds bruised apples at the bottom of her bag). 




  As well as our personal quirks and habits, we're also heavily influenced by advertising and marketing, with their myriad messages about what we 'deserve'; what we're 'worth'; how the successful, happy consumer looks and eats. For large corporations, especially food producers and supermarkets, brand value is worth millions. When a brand is perceived to be tainted – recent examples include Bernard Matthews' turkey products, or Starbucks' UK tax affairs – consumers can very quickly turn against it. 




  As well as the basic publicity function of advertising, there's an awful lot of subliminal communication going on too. Waitrose were early adopters of artisan and provenance products: when I shop there I feel somehow more ethical. It's the same with Marks & Spencer – I know I go there for a 'treat' or for special occasions. Perhaps the higher prices make me feel less bad about abandoning the local greengrocer; perhaps it feels less like a bland supermarket. 




  For the big retailers, communicating a message ('Mum's gone to Iceland') or creating a sense of aspiration ('Sainsbury's: Taste the Difference') is all-important. Why else would multinational food companies spend so much on celebrities as the face of their products: from Melanie Sykes advertising Boddingtons in the 1990s, to Gary Lineker and Walkers crisps, Kerry Katona and Iceland, George Clooney and Nespresso. The marketing messages are skilful, persuasive pieces of image-crafting. Our high-street carrier bags say a lot about us. 




  Where we buy our food is not only based on household budgets or tastes – it can also be a lifestyle choice, as much as holidaying in Tuscany or sending your children to private school. This was highlighted recently, when a social media stunt by Waitrose went spectacularly wrong (causing general hilarity). Some PR wonk decided it would be a good idea if customers were asked to count the ways they loved the supermarket chain, completing the phrase 'I shop at Waitrose because…' and posting it on Twitter with the hashtag #WaitroseReasons. 




  The campaign backfired, with Waitrose finding itself repeatedly mocked as the ponce's choice. While some submitted genuine reasons, others pounced on the opportunity to mock the brand's posh image: I shop at Waitrose because I was once in the Holloway Road branch and heard a dad say 'Put the papaya down, Orlando'. Another tweeted: I shop at Waitrose because I absolutely detest being surrounded by poor people. The ridicule continued, with quips such as: I shop at Waitrose because – don't be silly, I have servants to do that for me and I shop at Waitrose because darling, Harrods is just too much of a trek mid-week. 




  Many tweets ridiculed the high prices at Waitrose, with one saying: I shop at Waitrose because I think food must automatically be better if it costs three times as much. On the Management Today website, Matthew Gwyther said: 'The truth of the matter is that we would all, given the money and the chance, probably shop at Waitrose. I've experienced some of the more existentially depressing moments of my life in a Tesco Express or Sainsbury's Local.' Eventually Waitrose tweeted: 'Thanks for all the genuine and funny #WaitroseReasons tweets. We always like to hear what you think and enjoyed reading most of them.' 




  It's hardly a PR catastrophe – I'm sure the company was delighted with the publicity generated – but it does highlight how self-aware, even self-conscious, we are as consumers. Seems I'm not the only one who feels a bit more sophisticated when my basket is filled with organic blueberries from Waitrose, rather than Basics Value bananas from Tesco. 




  I have female friends who now buy exclusively organic, who cook wild-farmed salmon for their toddlers, who make pesto by hand. They want their children to be healthy, and it all sounds delicious, but I think back with nostalgia to my own childhood in the 1980s. As well as home-cooked meals, we ate fish fingers and oven chips (from the freezer), or macaroni cheese, toad-in-the-hole, or bangers and mash. For afters we might have Angel Delight as a special treat, a powdered mousse pudding. Or jelly and ice cream, or just fresh fruit. We ate apples, tangerines, pears – with five children, mum was forever filling up the fruit bowl. But my parents weren't obsessive about our five-a-day. And none of my siblings or friends were unhealthy or overweight. 




  Mealtimes have changed out of all recognition to what the average family would have been sitting down to a hundred or even fifty years ago – and of course this isn't just about foodie fashions, fads, or social aspirations. One of the greatest determinants of what we eat has been the general affluence of the population – such as the food shortages during the two World Wars of the twentieth century – and the availability of different kinds of food. And as we travel more, an ever-wider range of European and international cuisine has found its way home with us: French, Italian and Spanish, Mexican, Thai and Vietnamese. 




  Despite the fact that frozen food such as vegetables often have higher levels of nutrients than fresh produce – frozen peas, for example, or berries – as they're preserved within hours of picking, many of us still disapprove of the freezer (a modern miracle). We may not like to admit it, but we do judge people on the dietary choices they make. Frozen food is a guilty secret, while fresh – ideally covered-in-earth-fresh – is king. Some people disapprove of those who feed their children 'junk food' or defrost something quick and easy; others disapprove of microwave 'ready-meals'. And as for Chinese takeaway, pizza and curries, as tasty as they are, you'd be unlikely to serve them to dinner guests. 




  In the last few years farmers' markets have sprung up around the country (there are more than 750 regular markets in the UK) as has the mania for buying 'local'. London's Borough Market is a hip weekend destination for aspiring, affluent foodies from miles around. Walking past the cheese stalls in Islington's Chapel Market, I'm astounded at the prices: you can buy Brie, Camembert and Stilton at half the price in Sainsbury's opposite. At my big sister's local foodie street market in Pimlico you see young children sharing gourmet chorizo rolls and handmade quiche, while their middle-class parents stock up on fresh-roasted Arabica beans, doling out twenty-pound notes at every stall. Hard not to reflect that not far away, schoolkids and adults are paying 79p for jumbo sausage rolls from Greggs the Baker. 




  The craze for farmers' markets comes in part from environmental concern about food miles, in part a growing desire to know where and how our food is produced. But there's no denying the class and wealth dimension to food these days; and there's more than a whiff of self-righteousness to the movement. How smug is the term 'artisan foods'? What does it even mean? 




  A school friend just posted this ad for her new business on Facebook: 'At the heart of Organic is love: love of the land, love of nature, love of the task of raising living things with respect, love of the process and the people involved in it, love of health, love of food and the flavors, smells and textures of something created with enthusiasm, care and commitment.' It sounds great – but god, so worthy. 




  The model-turned-farmer Liz Hurley is evangelical about her decision to eat only organic: 'I almost never eat anything from a tin or a packet... I'm passionate about home-cooked food and am convinced that eating a lot of packaged and processed food encourages weight gain. If you think about it, a homemade cake has only four ingredients: butter, eggs, sugar and flour but if you look at the ingredients list of a shop-bought cake, it can be quadruple that – and most of it stuff you don't want in your body.' 
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