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For Dominic Alexander




Preface

Like any book, this project has had many beginnings, but its real origin was perhaps the Campaign Against Climate Change demonstration in London in late 2008.

The national climate change marches, timed to coincide every year with the international climate change talks, had been held since 2005. Whatever the official focus of the demonstration they always showed a wide mix of placards, with people advocating every green position from direct action to beekeeping. I wouldn’t have expected the 2008 demonstration to be an exception, but what did strike me, looking around the protestors gathered in Parliament Square, was the prevalence of placards about food; in particular about meat and its contribution to climate change.

I hadn’t considered food’s role in climate change since I was first in the movement and argued with older activists about the greenness or otherwise of eating chips at the bus stop on the way home from meetings. I felt a little blindsided, as if I had missed a memo. I also felt that there was a disconnect somewhere in using such a collective statement of people power as a national demo to call for an action like giving up meat, which could only be done by individuals at home.

Sitting on one of the handy walls around the edge of the square, I got into conversation about the day with the woman next to me. Despite the decent turnout, she was in a pessimistic mood. People just weren’t prepared to change their behaviour, she told me. We would never persuade them to give up their cars, and all the campaigning in the world for better public transport wouldn’t change that. However, she added, brightening up, what we could do was persuade everyone to give up eating meat. That was much more realistically achievable and would be the best thing we could do for the climate. I didn’t think I agreed, but couldn’t muster any more coherent arguments than that I personally found the idea of changing my travel habits easier and less intrusive than my eating patterns. As she pressed a Vegan Society leaflet on me, I came to two decisions: that I would wait until I was in the tube to eat the pork pie I had in my packed lunch, and that this food argument needed looking into. This book, after many changes of direction along the way, is the result.

Thanks are due to many people: to everyone who took time out of their day to let me come and ask them questions; to Charlotte Cooper for posting about the project on her site and finding me more people to pester; to my comrades in Counterfire for support, engagement and political argument. I am particularly indebted to Chris Nineham for perceptive comments on an early draft and to Feyzi Ismail for encouragement and friendship. Angela Graham-Leigh generously put aside our political differences for long enough to proof-read and was glutton enough for punishment to offer to do it twice. Lastly, without Dominic Alexander’s insights, support and belief in the project this book would never have been started, let alone finished. In gratitude for his love and comradeship, it is dedicated to him.


Introduction

It is a familiar and depressing story: the poor blamed for poverty and more, for taking resources from everybody else.

When a £500-a-week benefit cap was introduced in April 2013 by Haringey Council in North London, one of the first local authorities in the UK to try it, ‘Susan’ and ‘Samantha’ decided to step forward and let the local benefit justice campaign highlight their cases. The details were shocking enough, showing the hardship people across the borough would be facing. For both, single mothers with a number of children, the effect of the cap was to leave them having to find money for their housing costs out of their already tight budgets. As the benefit justice campaign explained to its supporters on its Facebook page, Susan, who has seven children, used to get £537 in benefits per week, plus £245 in housing benefit. The £500 cap took £282 away and left her with £245-worth of rent to find out of her £500 maximum benefits, and so £255 for everything else. That’s well below a minimum decent standard of living (the Joseph Rowntree Foundation estimates that to get this, a single parent with three children would need £458 a week) and between eight people, works out at under £32 each for the week.

With facts like these, Susan and Samantha could have expected a sympathetic hearing from the campaign’s Facebook followers. Some did indeed agree that this was a disgraceful way for a rich country to treat its poorest citizens, but there were plenty of opposing views. ‘Does this woman with 4 kids and no income think that life is any different for those of us that fund her extravagant lifestyle choices?’ asked one commenter about Samantha.


When there’s less money around we all have to make sacrifices. I do two jobs to keep my family afloat. I also have to pay towards the upkeep of her family. Sorry, but I want my family to come first. I work. Why did she have 4 kids when she has no income with which to support them? I am totally gobsmacked at her insistence that she must stay in one of the world’s most expensive cities at our expense, while we all have to make more and more sacrifices to fund her extravagances.



The verdict on Susan, with her large family, was even worse (all spelling and ellipses in originals).


I have to say I believe that having seven children when you are on a low income is totally irresponsible…It does not take an Einstein to work out that when your house is getting full you STOP having more children.



*


So why do you have a kid with a complete loser Susan? Responsibility is a two way street…People should put the children first, but the welfare system was not devised for large families with no income parents, that’s why we need a social security system that actually logs what the individual pays in, thus creating a culture of wanting to work….the more you pay in…the more security you gain. There should be a minimum level of support…but we need a system of fairness, not just…entitlement.



*


Why should tax payers pay for someone to have 7 children and has never contributed in her life! Sounds like another sponger that thought she could pop out kids left right and centre and expect to be paid for! Back fired slightly! Good let it be a lesson to those with the same attitude that you can’t pop them out and expect everyone else to pay for you!!!



*


If your on the dole and you cannot afford to have kids then u shouldnt be able to churn them out like no tomorrow…. Something needs to be done…. Up and down the country there are people churning them out just to get more money because they beleave the state owes them something, yet we see these people with drink, fags, tattoos etc etc…. Knock all that shite on the head for a start….



*


She should have kept her fucking legs together and got a job people like this make me sick.



Unsurprisingly, both women were shocked by the vituperative response they received, and neither is now prepared to raise their heads above the parapet again. In part, of course, this story is simply illustrative of man’s web-based inhumanity to man, but it has also a wider significance as a demonstration of how far the idea of the deserving and the undeserving poor has got into people’s heads. It seems to be a common view that, as one of the Facebook commenters said:


Those who maintain unhealthy lifestyle choices and do not seek to reign anything in, are the ones who do nothing to support the original arguement. Those who genuinely need the support, who have fallen on hard times, and are willing to contribute a bit of effort, without hesitation are the ones who deserve to be supported. The rest need to understand what ‘responsibility’ is!



The ‘undeserving’ here are those who are perceived not to be willing to work, as Susan and Samantha were charged with being, but also those who have ‘unhealthy lifestyle choices’ through insufficient self-restraint; in other words, who eat and/or drink too much.

That benefit recipients are effectively being told to get off their fat behinds and work can seem so unremarkable that it’s easy to overlook its significance. There is a line from the crude abuse levelled at Susan and Samantha, through government austerity programmes, to a growing view of who is to blame for climate change and global hunger. In the years since the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 2008 ushered in the economic crisis, governments across the Western world have attempted to convince us that the problems have been caused by overspending, and that now we all have to sacrifice in order to get the economy back on track. Phrases like ‘tighten our belts’ and ‘balance the budget’ have been commonplace. The idea is to make us equate the national budget with our personal finances, underlining the notion that the crisis of the system was the fault of individual consumers on a spending spree. This attempts to make the austerity agenda understandable: if ‘we’ have all overspent, it follows that ‘we’ have to cut back, whether that’s accepting job losses and pay freezes, sacrificing libraries or arts funding, or denying those on benefits luxuries like more bedrooms than the government thinks they need.

The hypocrisy of a government of multi-millionaires telling us that ‘we are all in this together’ is evident, but the argument was not developed solely to allow Tories to pose as men of the people. The idea that crises of the system are caused by the self-indulgence of individuals, and therefore can be solved by those individuals just changing their behaviour, has a long pedigree in green issues. In this sense, those who attempt to blame economic crises on people who are perceived to have chosen to be a burden on the system are using a way of thinking which is already common in discussions about climate change. This is a view of climate change which sees it as arising primarily from individual behaviour; people ‘choosing’ high-emission lifestyles who therefore need to be cajoled out of them like people ‘choosing’ to have children while living on benefits.

The shelves of books advising people on how to reduce their personal carbon emissions might give the impression that this view of the causes of environmental destruction is hegemonic, but in fact its value has always been contested. From a tactical perspective, an influential report, Weathercocks and Signposts, issued by the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) in 2008, argued that making small changes might not lead most people to go on to make more significant alterations to their lifestyles. For most, it suggested, the small changes might be all that they would do before they stopped, feeling that they had ‘done their bit’.1 Others have pointed out that while the ideology of capitalism maintains that the consumer is all-powerful, this is not necessarily true in practice: individuals have less power to change their own lifestyles, let alone the system in which they live, than these arguments would have it. With an interesting synchronicity, however, this view of ecological crisis as the product and responsibility of individual lifestyles was given new impetus just at the time that the economic system was lurching into crisis.

In September 2008, as Lehman Brothers were filing for bankruptcy, we learned that climate change was largely caused by that most individual of consumption choices: what we eat. Dr Rajendra Pachauri, chair of the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), argued in a lecture that livestock farming was such a problem for the climate that everyone should have one meat-free day a week, as a step towards cutting their meat consumption even further.2 These comments were essentially echoed by other authorities and were widely reported in the press, with headlines like ‘UN says eat less meat to curb global warming’,3 ‘Meat must be rationed to four portions a week’4 and ‘Government advisor: eat less meat to tackle climate change’.5 At the same time, the Food Climate Research Network issued what would prove to be a very influential report arguing that the food system in the UK was responsible for 19% of our greenhouse gas emissions. This was against the background of dramatic global food price rises, which led to demonstrations and riots in countries from El Salvador to Indonesia as people protested at the cost of staple goods soaring beyond their reach. Undoubtedly, this contributed to a general sense of a food crisis; the idea that the world had arrived at the point where environmental depredation had finally meant that we lacked the ability to feed everyone.

The effect of this was to place the idea of food production as a significant problem, if not the most significant contribution to ecological crisis, firmly within the mainstream. It has not proved a flash in the pan; that food is a major climate change issue is now a given in much of the media. It’s difficult to over-stress just how marked a shift, in such a short time, this is, elevating one area of modern production to centre-stage from its previous peripheral role. So minor was food’s contribution to climate change previously considered to be, compared to areas like power generation or transport, that comprehensive works like George Monbiot’s Heat (2006)6 or Jonathan Neale’s Stop Global Warming. Change the World (2008)7 scarcely accord it a mention. Even a work devoted to individual lifestyle changes, like Chris Goodall’s How to Live a Low-Carbon Life (2007), keeps the question of emissions reductions from dietary changes to sixteen pages, after the chapters on heating, lighting, household appliances, cars, public transport and aviation.8

In many ways, of course, the addition of food production to our understanding of climate change problems is both good and inevitable. As scientists gain more and more understanding of how the immensely complex climate mechanisms work, and how human activity is affecting them, what we have to do in mitigation and minimisation will change. Ultimately, however, climate change is a political problem as much as it is a scientific and technical one. The task is not simply to identify how we are damaging the climate, or to invent technical fixes for it, but to make structural changes which will enable us to implement specific solutions and construct a different relationship with the natural world. This is an intensely political challenge, and it means that new revelations, like that of the contribution of food to greenhouse gas emissions, are not simply objective, scientific facts but arguments with significance for the sort of solutions for climate change we call for and the sort of society we want to build.

In the first place, we have to be aware that food is a morally-loaded category in a way not shared by any other climate change villain. Considerations of the food system are replete with comments like this one from the Soil Association’s 2010 report on the food crisis: ‘Eating is a primal, physical act, but it is also a moral one. It reflects who we are – our character, our values and our ethics’.9 Aside from the climate implications, there is little morality associated with power use or even with car use: we don’t judge anyone’s worth according to how they heat their house, and do so according to their SUV ownership principally for climate change reasons. However, what we eat is associated with ideas about our value as people. Eating healthily, however that is understood, is frequently presented as a moral good, as an example of virtuous, responsible behaviour. The concomitant is that eating unhealthily is perceived as a moral failure, along with obesity as visual evidence of this guilt. The understanding that different foods make a significant contribution to climate change fits into this already-established moral framework for eating, so that, as the BBC News website once had it, ‘Obese blamed for the world’s ills’.10 Proponents of dietary change as a response to climate change are clearly aware of this: in 2009, for example, Lord Stern predicted that meat-eating would become morally unacceptable because of its effect on the climate, in the same way that drink-driving was once regarded as a foible and has now become a crime.11

Concerns about obesity coupled with the moral loading of food choices mean that the role of government and other authorities in hectoring people about diet is well-established. Outside of climate concerns we do not expect to be lectured about our transport choices, but we are told what we should and shouldn’t eat on a daily basis. One immediate effect of this is that a greater prominence of food in climate change campaigning casts individual lifestyle changes, as opposed to changes at the level of the system, as most important. So in the 2008 coverage of the food and climate change issue, it was clear that if food production was the problem, a dietary shift away from meat was the solution.

To a degree, it could be argued that this was a media creation. Media coverage will seize on the most populist angle, and it is not surprising that the press would think that the idea that people would be expected to change what they eat would sell more papers than a headline about reform of farming practices. But the concentration on dietary shifts did emanate from the original material, however much it was seized on in the media coverage. Indeed, in November 2008, Rajendra Pachauri teamed up with Paul McCartney to write to The Independent that becoming vegetarian would be ‘the single most effective act’ that anyone could take to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.12

The discovery of diet as a cause of climate change gives a fillip to the notion of sacrifice for the sake of the climate. It is probably fair to say that the notion that we will have to sacrifice our Western living standards to address climate change is a truism for much of the green movement, whether this is achieved through individuals choosing to change their lifestyles or through system change in which such sacrifices would be mandated. The concept of different foods as sinful pleasures is so ingrained into our thinking about food in general that the conclusion that we will all have to sacrifice our current diets seems to have been an easy one to reach. It’s notable that in much of the discussion of food and its impact on the climate, what is characterised as a typical Western diet (high in fat and sugar, lots of junk food, lots of red meat) is viewed as both uniquely bad for the climate and uniquely desirable. There is an underlying assumption that everyone in the world would eat this way if they were able to; but such is its power to damage the climate that actually, no one should.

This matters because the notion of sacrifice goes to the heart of the matter. There is a long-standing tradition, going back to the post-Second World War period, of identifying Western overconsumption as a serious problem for the world, even before the reality of climate change was understood. The idea of sacrifice in climate change is often seen in terms of luxury consumption driven by advertising – yes, we don’t want to immiserate people, but we all buy high-end electrical goods that we don’t really need, right? However, an analysis of how food works within the overconsumption discussion reveals that it has a distinct effect on the class identification of those who are deemed to be overconsuming.

Another extremely important development in campaigning on climate change has been the emergence of the idea of climate justice. The idea that Westerners have to sacrifice to stop climate change is often seen as part of this justice agenda, on the grounds that we are taking more than our fair share of the world’s resources and leaving the poorest people in the world to deal with the consequences of our consumption. There is a lot in this argument, and I would not for one moment wish to minimise the sincere commitment of people in the green movement to justice and fairness. However, the question of who sacrifices and what they have to sacrifice is a key one. David Cameron’s ‘we’re all in this together’ hides an austerity agenda deliberately focused on attacking the poorest and most vulnerable in order to protect the wealth of the richest. In the same way, the notion that everyone in the rich West is guilty of overconsumption and can comfortably sacrifice conceals enormous differences between those promulgating the argument and those who are being expected to change. The necessity of tackling climate change can be used to justify attacks on ordinary people, if it’s their consumption which is defined as problematic. Climate justice and sacrifice, as revealed by the food issue, may not be compatible.

At a time when working people are under attack from the government’s austerity agenda, the danger is real that casting food choices as a major cause of climate change provides another layer of justification for cuts. The focus on food as an issue for climate change must be seen in the context of longstanding arguments about the malign effects of overconsumption, both on the planet and on individuals, which have themselves become increasingly focused on edible as opposed to luxury consumption. This has the effect of shifting the identification of the overconsumers from the rich to the working class, since obesity is overwhelmingly identified as a problem of the poorest people in the West. We are back, it seems, with Malthus’ idea that the problems of the world are caused by the appetites of the poor.

Part of the Malthusian view of the world is the fear that we are at the limit of the planet’s carrying capacity: that whether because of greed inherent in human nature or simply because of numbers, there are now too many people for us all to be fed. On the contrary, I argue that it is capitalism, not the human population, which is straining the natural limits of production. The situation with capitalist production tells us very little about what production under a different system might look like, but we can be confident that without the wastefulness and inequality which are part of capitalism’s makeup, our ability to feed the world’s population decently and fairly would be greatly increased. It is not particularly helpful, however, to opine about how much better off we would be in a non-capitalist system without some suggestion about how we might get there. I conclude therefore with some consideration of the environmental movement and how people who care about climate change and justice can best fight back against the system we face.


1
Working class blamed for world’s ills

There is one statistic which for many people sums up everything that is wrong with the West and our food consumption: that across the world, a billion people are starving while another billion are overweight. As might be expected for such a clear and popular idea, the figures change slightly depending on the source: Raj Patel, for example, begins his popular Stuffed and Starved with ‘the hunger of the 800 million’ and ‘another historical first: that they are outnumbered by the one billion people on this planet who are overweight’,13 while in some recent iterations, the numbers of the overconsumers have increased to two billion.14 Regardless of the precise scale, the idea of the billion versus the billion is so widely repeated that it appears an almost compulsory beginning for commentary on the problems of the modern food system.15

The striking juxtaposition contains a number of assumptions, which can be more or less clear but nevertheless are always there. The first key assumption is that food supplies, whether as a result of climate change and environmental degradation, or simply because the planet is finite, are sufficient but limited. There is enough for everyone but for everyone who overconsumes, someone else has to get by on less to make up for it. This was expressed clearly in 1999 by Thomas Princen in one of the earliest versions of the idea: ‘the overconsumption of the billion or so who consume far more than their basic needs and, it is reasonable to assume, contribute directly or indirectly to the underconsumption of the impoverished billion’.16 Princen was not necessarily only thinking about food here (this will be discussed further in the next chapter), but later iterations are clearly considering eating and drinking to the exclusion of other sorts of consumption. Patel’s reference to a billion people being overweight makes clear that the overconsumption under discussion is overconsumption of food. This is not a lone example. The Commission on Sustainable Agriculture and Climate Change, for example, talked in their 2011 report on food security about overconsumption in general in their introductory remarks, but substantiated this on the following page with a table showing 0.9 billion undernourished people in the world and 1.5 billion people over the age of twenty who were overweight.17

The second assumption is that this is a matter of individual behaviour. In other words, if the developed world is overconsuming food, to the detriment of the developing world, this is caused by, and essentially the same as, individuals overconsuming. Thus, for example, a 2008 study on reducing fossil fuel inputs in food came to the decided – and according to EScience News ‘very astute’ – conclusion that the most important thing that individuals could do to help deal with problems of food and climate change would be to eat less.18 Since the article used the figure for the US food production per head (here 3,747 calories) as the amount of food consumed, this is perhaps not surprising, although it is worth noting that not all food produced is necessarily eaten.19 On one level this may seem obvious – no one, after all, is being force-fed – but in fact it goes to one of the core beliefs of neo-liberal economics: that the motor of everything in society is the choices made by consumers in the market. The problems of food production, and inequalities of food distribution, are caused ultimately by the purchasing decisions of individuals, and the companies involved would change their ways if those consumers demanded differently.

Since it is obvious that individual consumers do not have a completely free choice of what they spend their money on, uninfluenced by the persuasive efforts of the businesses hoping to receive their custom, this has become the theory of the obesegenic society. On one side, this is a recognition that there are factors other than greed behind individuals’ food choices. A 2013 version of the billion versus the billion, for example, contrasted ‘the thin and the fat’ as exemplified by a Pakistani peasant farmer and a Canadian university student who put on weight because of the limited options available to her in her college cafeteria.20 Other criticisms of Western eating practices highlight the efforts of food manufacturers and supermarkets to entice us into buying food we don’t ‘really need’,21 or simply blame the sheer availability of food. For some, it is apparently ‘the availability of relatively inexpensive and highly palatable foods in almost unlimited abundance’ which leads ‘affected individuals [to] eat many times a day and consume large portions’.22 ‘Overconsumption of food’ apparently ‘is part and parcel of a society in which consumption and consuming is its raison d’être’.23

These insights do not, however, remove the responsibility from individuals for their food consumption. It is noticeable that the same writers who identify the efforts of the food industry to maximise sales as important are also those whose main conclusions are around ways to eat less, whether that is advice to switch to a daily shopping trip on foot with a rucksack24 or calls for a paradigm shift in our food preferences, ‘a form of personal perestroika’.25 The assumption that issues of food come down to individual food consumption choices remains paramount, and understanding the ways in which the system may encourage fatness only gives greater urgency to the message that individuals must make their own efforts to become thin. Indeed, the obesegenic environment itself has become for some another stick to beat fat people with, as shown particularly starkly in a well-known 2007 article called ‘Fat Bastards’, in which fat people became proxies for all aspects of Western overconsumption and appropriation of global resources: ‘living metaphors for the way the United States is viewed by much of the rest of the planet: a rapacious, gluttonous, insatiable nation of swine…wallowing in the mud of our laziness and indifference’.26

This leads neatly on to the third assumption underlying discussions of problems of the global food system: that if it comes down to an issue of individual food consumption, then we can tell who the guilty parties are, since they are the ones who are fat. The elision of the difference between identifying an obesegenic environment and blaming fat people, and only fat people, for the problems caused by the factors which create it is such an obvious one that it is often possible to wonder if in some arguments it isn’t subconscious. It does however make a significant difference. An argument which says that the production of large amounts of nutrient-poor, energy-dense food in the West is problematic for food consumption worldwide and for the climate (and has a tendency to make some individuals become fatter than they would otherwise be) is a world away from one which says that regardless of the interests vested in that pattern of food production and consumption, the responsibility lies only with those people who become fat because of it.

‘Obese blamed for the world’s ills’ 27

That fat people are taking more than their share of scarce resources, to the detriment of everyone else, is a familiar idea. We are, after all, routinely told that obesity in the UK is costing the NHS billions of pounds a year and threatens to bankrupt it, in the same way that the NHS is portrayed as under attack from other undesirable, undeserving groups, like foreign tourists or immigrants from Romania. For anyone whom others identify as fat, the assumption that fat people are a dead weight dragging down the rest of the population is depressingly, constantly evident. Different theories about why people are fat come and go, but the base assumptions – that the aim should be for everyone to be normatively slender, that to be fat is the worst thing in the world, and that if you are so reprehensible as to allow yourself to be fat, you have nothing to contribute – remain the same.

Charlotte Cooper has been a fat-acceptance activist for 25 years28 and has seen waves of attention to obesity ebb and flow. Obesity, she points out, always makes a good story for journalists to pursue because it allows their readers to feel safely sanctimonious. It sells papers and lets the journalists get paid. Behind the media attention, there are whole industries devoted to weight loss and an academic discipline where fat people are discussed largely in their absence. The idea that fat people could be a social group with interesting things to say about their own experience would be, to most, bizarre. The ‘headless fatty’ style of image for articles on obesity may have developed as a way of using fat people’s pictures without making them easily identifiable, but for Charlotte it’s a visual demonstration of how despite all the hysteria about their existence, fat people themselves are silenced.

Talking over coffee in her East London flat, the transformational, enriching, life-affirming possibilities of fat-acceptance activism seem very real, but so also is the ever-present stigmatisation of fat people. We keep coming back to how, in the climate created by the obesity epidemic panic, even people who would consider themselves progressive are happy to share Facebook images which juxtapose fat, black, young children eating McDonald’s against starving African children, or send fat-acceptance bloggers infographics suggesting that fat people on treadmills could be used to generate renewable energy. Charlotte’s seen too many images like these ‘circulated by people who are right on’. She tells me how she’s recently written to The Guardian to remonstrate about their repeated use of one particularly egregious ‘headless fatty’ picture. As soon as she starts to describe it I realise I’ve seen it too: a fat young woman, pushing a pram, walking away, ‘Golddigger’ emblazoned on her sweatpant-covered behind. ‘The scare embodied in that image’, Charlotte says, ‘just blows my mind’, and she’s right. When we look at that picture, we aren’t supposed simply to see a person of larger than average size. We’re supposed to see not just a fat woman, but a working-class woman, a single mother, a benefits scrounger, a drain on the welfare state, a destroyer of the planet. A picture can indeed say a thousand words.

What The Guardian’s image makes clear is the extent to which obesity, supposedly a product of the obesegenic environment to which our very wealth makes us vulnerable, is in fact correlated with lower social class. Fat, it seems, is a very proletarian thing to be. For Charlotte, this identification of fat with the working class was a reality from an early age. Her mother, a nurse, saw Charlotte as the fat one in the family, in need of monitoring and dieting, and her determination to control her daughter’s weight came as much from class as from medical concerns. As a working-class family attempting to rise into the middle class, ‘it was exposing to them to have a child who was fat’. Charlotte discovered punk and feminism when she was a young teenager (it was helpful that the bookshops where she did most of her reading shelved the feminist books next to the books she was consulting to satisfy her adolescent curiosity about sex), and realised that there was a queer scene she could be part of and that being ‘normal’ wasn’t the be all and end all, but the memory of the stigma is clear.29

This is not only a UK experience, nor even one restricted to the English-speaking world. Nicole grew up and still lives in Recife, in Pernambuco in north-eastern Brazil. It’s a poorer part of the country, far removed from famous cities of the south-east like Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, but it is still part of the renowned, body-conscious Brazilian culture, in which women, especially young women, have a responsibility to be slim and sexy and generally to imitate ‘The Girl from Ipanema’ as far as possible. Nicole says:


I have been fat since I can possibly remember. Tales of me being a huge baby and a great eater have been part of family folklore. I have a picture of myself as a baby, sitting on top of a table, surrounded by food and eating a whole leg of a turkey while being watched over by the whole family, all smiling and laughing at that funny baby…compared to my little sister (who had always been considered a picky eater), I was a blessing, I ate whatever I was offered.



What was an attractive trait in a baby was less attractive however in a growing girl, and by the time she was thirteen, Nicole was left in no doubt that it was her responsibility to get and remain thin so that she would be desirable to men. In Brazil, it is assumed that fat women in particular are undeserving of male attention, so they are seen as lonely, but also as lazy: ‘fat people are to blame for not having enough will power and strength to keep themselves in shape’.30

Nicole’s family, while not wealthy, are middle-class, so in her childhood having enough money to eat was not the issue it is for many Brazilians. It is noteworthy however that the criticisms of laziness and irresponsibility levelled at working-class people are also again made of people who are perceived to be fat. In Brazil, indeed, obesity levels have recently been blamed explicitly on the poor, as some have suggested that President Lula’s 2003 Zero Hunger initiative, which gave poor families the equivalent of just under £15 a month to buy food, may have created a worse public health problem than malnutrition, as the recipients have spent it on cheap, fattening foods rather than on vegetables.31 The fecklessness of this obesity-causing behaviour is clearly supposed to be apparent. The connection between obesity and the class of those who are obese is not spelled out, but it is there. As with discussions of austerity, it seems that those who have the least are the ones who have the greatest responsibility to be restrained in consuming it.

Obesity and class

There are indications from studies in both the UK and the US that on a population level, obesity may be correlated with poverty. This is not anything so crude as ‘all poor people are fat’, or even ‘all fat people are poor’, but when looking at whole districts, areas with higher levels of poverty are more likely than wealthier areas to have higher numbers of fat people. A study by the London Health Observatory of children at ages five and eleven found, for example, that the prevalence of ‘children at risk from obesity’ was higher the more deprived the area from which the children came.32 The study did not specify how the risk of children developing obesity was assessed, but the indication of a connection between poverty and obesity found in this study has been repeated by others. The Foresight report, for example, found that 10% more working-class men were obese than upper-class men, while the difference for women was 15%.33 It is also significant that one of the towns recently designated as the US’s fattest – Huntingdon, West Virginia – is also notable for its unemployment and poverty. Situated in Appalachia, the area whose poverty motivated Galbraith to write The Affluent Society, it also tops the poll for various other indicators of poverty. More than half of Huntingdon’s elderly population, for example, have also lost all of their teeth.34

The correlation indicated by these studies between class and obesity may not be generally accepted within obesity science, and this is not necessarily a mainstream view. However, what is important for an understanding of the role of food and obesity within the overconsumption and climate change arguments is not only the as yet fairly limited studies suggesting an actual link between obesity and poverty, but also the much more widespread assumption that obesity is identified with the working class.

As discussed, the contemporary Western media is obsessed with obesity, and the numbers of illustrations of obesity are so vast that it is only possible to assess a snapshot. However, the images used to illustrate news stories about obesity are likely to play a significant role in general ideas in society about who the obese are and from what class they are likely to come. In consequence, a review of even a limited proportion of these images is worthwhile in assessing the messages which are being sent by common visual representations of obesity. I reviewed the top 150 obesity-related news stories illustrated with images of people on the BBC News website on one day.35 For the purposes of the study, I excluded news stories which either did not have illustrations or used inanimate images, usually of plates of ‘fattening’ food, although the latter could clearly tell their own stories about the class presentation of obesity.

45% of the images were of the ‘headless fatty’ type, with 18% being images of unidentified thinner people (with heads or without) and the remainder of people, fat or otherwise, who were identified by name in the story. It was also notable how limited the stock of anonymous images clearly is. Perhaps indicative of the pressures on journalists to get their stories up on the website as quickly as possible,36 in proportion to the number of stories requiring illustration, the BBC website appears to have a relatively small number of pictures of anonymous fat people, which it uses again and again. However, even within these constraints, it clearly would be possible for the BBC website’s coverage of obesity to tell a number of different visual stories about the sort of people who are obese. The content of the news stories themselves did not tend to give any indication of a class identification of obesity, so it would have been in theory open for the images to attribute obesity to any, or indeed all, social groups.

While portrayals of class may be subjective, a consideration of some putative examples shows that class can indeed be indicated visually. If news stories about obesity were routinely illustrated by pictures of fat people in business suits, tucking into enormous steaks in upscale restaurants, this would portray obesity as a problem of overconsumption on the part of the rich, regardless of whether or not this was reflected in the content of the news stories themselves. In contrast, images of fat people in working clothes on a building site would be presenting a very different class identification of obesity.

Of the images on the BBC News website, just over half (55%) of the images of fat people and most (76%) of the images of thinner people had no class identifiers, usually because the image showed either rolls of naked fat or a thin naked midriff. This does not leave a very large number of images which could be given a class identification, but the pattern of these images was clear enough to be worthy of note. 45% of the anonymous images of fat people showed them clothed and with a context sufficient for an idea of their class theoretically to be conveyed. Only one of these showed anything which could be interpreted as a bourgeois or wealthy setting for the fat person concerned, and that was a cartoon. All the other images of fat people showed them as working-class, either through the clothes they were wearing or the location in which the picture was taken.

One of the most notable absences in the portrayal of the fat people in this survey was that of any images of fat people at work: there were no images of fat people in business suits, in offices or even in what might be viewed as more working-class workplaces like building sites or fast-food restaurants. The lack of fat bankers in particular is surprising, given the possibilities for visual representations of bankers’ greed, but this only appeared once, in the lone cartoon. In contrast, the smaller number of images of thinner people did include the repeated appearance of an image of a woman in a distinctly fancy-looking gym, which was a markedly more middle-class image than any of the images of fat people.

The selection of the images of anonymous people illustrating these BBC News stories about obesity therefore appears to reflect a view of fat people as poor, or at the very least not wealthy, and unemployed. There are clearly intersections between these sorts of media portrayals of obesity and the reality for fat people, both in terms of the higher prevalence of obesity in poorer areas and the evidence of discrimination against fat people in employment, which does indeed raise the likelihood of any particular obese person being poor and unemployed. However, for the purposes of this discussion, it is sufficient to point out that in the view of media sources like the BBC, the fat and the working-class appear to be synonymous.

The portrayal of obesity as a working-class issue is not restricted to the media; it can also be seen in UK government reports on the issue. In January 2008, for example, the Cross-Government Obesity Unit issued a white paper called Healthy Weight, Healthy Lives.37 The text of the report follows the common tack taken by official writing on obesity by discussing it primarily as a matter of individual responsibility but also as a consequence of ‘modern lifestyles’. So, for example, the then-Health Secretary Alan Johnson wrote in the introduction to the report ‘from the nature of the food that we eat, to the built environment through to the way our children live their lives, it is harder to avoid obesity in the modern environment’.38 However, the pictures in the report send a different message.

This is a highly illustrated report, with thirteen full-page photos to only 37 pages of text. As might be expected from a government white paper, they are markedly aspirational: eleven of the images show people who are acceptably slim, and in five of these, they appear in the leafy settings of the countryside or parks. There are no images of extreme obesity of the headless fatty type discussed above, but there is one headless picture. It shows three young slightly plump black women from the neck down, standing in an urban street, holding carrier bags, eating fast food. It is one of the only three full-page images in the report in which the people shown could be seen as working-class, and forms the frontispiece for the chapter called ‘The Challenge’.39
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