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In 1991, I was invited to the National Institutes of Health to
speak about dietary approaches to disease prevention at a
conference on the influence of behavior on cancer risk. Most
of the other speakers were international physicians and sci-
entists deeply engaged in trying to stop cigarette companies
from promoting their products. In those pre-PowerPoint days,
they showed slide after slide of cigarette marketing from the
jungles of Africa to the high Himalayas. What particularly got
my attention were the photographs shown by John Pierce of
the University of California San Diego—the Joe Camel
character and other examples of cigarette advertising aimed
directly at children. I was stunned by these talks. I knew that
the tobacco industry spent a fortune on marketing cigarettes,
but its advertisements were so much a part of the landscape
that I barely noticed them. I had never paid attention to how
insidiously cigarette companies targeted children or popula-
tions in developing countries. The parallels to food marketing
seemed obvious. I walked out of that meeting convinced that
nutrition scientist ought to be scrutinizing Coca-Cola in the
same way that anti-smoking scientists had scrutinized tobacco
companies.

At that point, I was in my mid-50s, a tenured professor at
New York University, chairing what was then its Depart-
ment of Home Economics. I had managed to get that job
despite being a nutrition generalist, writing and speaking
about a broad range of topics related to diet and health
vaguely grouped under the heading of nutrition policy.
After that meeting, I began paying close attention to food
industry marketing, and focused my teaching, writing,
public speaking, and daily interviews with the press speci-
fically on the ways in which food politics affects diet and
health.

A woman of the 1950s

I explain my late start as the result of growing up in a family
with no money, aspirations, or expectations in an era when
opportunities for women hardly existed. I lived in California
and could go to a state university at low cost, but what to
study? I would be the first in my family to attend college, but
nobody expected me to end up working as anything other than
a secretary or elementary school teacher. Doors to other
options appeared firmly closed. Knowing that I enjoyed
growing, cooking, and eating food, a cookbook-collecting
friend of the family suggested I study food. But how? The
choices were agriculture, which this city girl did not appreciate
until much later, or dietetics. I went to Berkeley as a dietetics
major, but left it quickly when I found the required chemistry
courses more challenging, and drifted from one science major
to another in my freshman and sophomore years.

Women were supposed to marry young, and I did, at age
19. I dropped out of college, returned a year later, found out
that I could graduate most quickly in bacteriology, did so,
worked as a laboratory technician, then stayed home to raise
two children. Friends urged me to go to graduate school.
Because my favorite science course had been with a professor
of molecular biology, I applied to his department. I had good
grades, and was admitted with a fellowship that would cover
the cost of child care. The graduate advisor let me know that I
was given the fellowship only because no men had applied,
and I should not expect to keep it beyond the first year. From
this, I gathered that I would not be taken seriously as a student,
and had best keep my career expectations low. In the event,
men did apply but my funding continued. I was able to finish
my degree in nucleic acid enzymology, ironically just before
restriction enzymes came into use [1–3].

In the late 1960s, I moved to the Boston area to do a
postdoc in a lab working on the developmental biology of
slime molds at Brandeis University [4]. There, my basic sci-
ence career came to an abrupt end when I recognized that I had
no way to manage child care while meeting demands to work
in the lab at night and on weekends. Some women can handle
a laboratory career while raising young children, but I was not
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one of them. I left the lab and took a non-tenure track teaching
job in the Brandeis Biology Department where I ran the
laboratory course for premedical students and taught courses
in cell and molecular biology. Students were demanding
courses in human biology, and the department expected
instructors to teach whatever was needed. In 1975, I was
assigned to teach an undergraduate course in human nutrition.

Like the students, I was intrigued by nutrition. Linus
Pauling’s Vitamin C and the Common Cold (WH Freeman,
1970) was a best seller. Frances Moore Lappé’s Diet for a
Small Planet (Ballantine, 1971) was generating widespread
interest in vegetarian diets. The newly formed nutrition
advocacy group, Center for Science in the Public Interest,
had just published Food for People, Not for Profit (Bal-
lantine, 1975), a collection of articles on topics ranging
from food production to public health. I wanted to know
whether science supported the contentions in these books.
Students, intimidated by original research in molecular
biology, would be able to understand nutrition studies and
relate to them personally. I could see that nutrition would be
a superb way to teach critical thinking in biology.

Preparing that first nutrition class was like falling in love.
I loved the uncertainties of nutrition science, and the puzzle
of trying to figure out what people eat and how diets affect
health. I loved the way the field of nutrition drew on my
background in molecular biology, but also on what I knew
or could learn about economics, sociology, anthropology,
and political science. I had a wonderful time teaching that
course and an advanced course that followed it.

That turned out to be my last year at Brandeis. In 1976,
My then-husband got a job at the University of California
San Francisco (UCSF), where I was hired as an accom-
panying spouse with the title of Associate Dean, and given a
few hours in the first-year medical biochemistry course to
teach nutrition. This was another non-tenure track position,
split between the dean’s office and an unwelcoming
department, but I did what I could to make it work. I read
widely and deeply and learned clinical nutrition well
enough to teach it, one topic after another. Over the next 8
years, I worked with faculty and students to win federal and
private grants for teaching nutrition, and developed a
comprehensive program that introduced relevant nutrition
topics into every level of medical training [5].

I also started writing about the material I was teaching. I
began by reviewing dozens of books for Medical Self-Care,
and writing articles, book chapters, and letters to editors about
nutrition in general [6], in medical education [7] and on diet
and chronic disease [8], dietary guidelines [9], nutritional
support [10], and nutrition policy [11]. In 1985, I pulled
together what I’d written and published my first book,
Nutrition in Medical Practice (Jones Medical Publications), a
summary of everything I thought medical students and prac-
titioners ought to know about clinical nutrition. The book went

out of print almost instantly; my publisher had a midlife crisis,
went to music school, and closed his business.

By then, a new dean had come in, and my UCSF job
came to an end. Deans get to choose their own staff, but I
was the only associate dean without tenure and the only
woman. Philip Lee, a former UCSF Chancellor for whom its
policy center is now named, advised me to resign but also
how to extricate gracefully. Following his advice enabled me
to stay on salary long enough to go to public health school,
get a nutrition credential, and find another job. Public health
school took care of the credentialing but also consolidated
my thinking about how nutrition related to larger societal
issues. This was valuable training, and it opened doors.

With my science background, a nutrition textbook, fif-
teen years of teaching experience in basic and clinical
nutrition, and my new public health nutrition master’s
degree, I was ready to get serious about nutrition policy. I
went to Washington, DC for a two-year stint as Senior
Nutrition Policy Advisory to the Office of Disease Pre-
vention and Health Promotion, with a job to edit (a
euphemism, as it turned out, for writing most of) the 700-
page 1988 Surgeon General’s Report on Nutrition and
Health, a comprehensive review of the science of diet and
chronic disease [12]. The difficulties involved in getting this
report prepared, approved, and published were invaluable
lessons in the practical realities of nutrition politics.

My better-late-than-never career in food
politics

Once that report came out, I needed to find a job. In 1988, I
applied for and got a position at NYU to chair and recon-
figure its home economics department into something more
appropriate for the modern age (its current iteration is the
Department of Nutrition and Food Studies). In taking that
job, I went from being an eased-out lecturer at UCSF to a
full professor with tenure at NYU just two years later, a
transition I considered a miracle of good luck. Tenure gave
me the confidence to say and write what I thought.

After that 1991 meeting, everything I had done came
together. I questioned the role of the food industry in
everything I was writing about: dietary advice [13], nutri-
tion policy [14], international food aid [15], diets and health
[16], food guides [17], hunger policy [18], dietary supple-
ments [19], obesity [20], school food [21], marketing to
children [22], food biotechnology [23], conflicts of interest
[24]. By the late 1990s, my department had created aca-
demic programs in Food Studies, a new—and now greatly
expanded–humanities discipline using food as a lens to
examine critical problems in society [25]. Food Studies
values books [26]. I collected and rewrote some of my
published work and added new material for the book that
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became Food Politics: How the Food Industry Influences
Nutrition and Health in 2002 (later editions appeared in
2007 and 2013) [27]. The manuscript that I originally
submitted was so long that University of California Press
split it and published the chapters on food safety and food
biotechnology a year later as Safe Food: Bacteria, Bio-
technology, and Bioterrorism [28] (a revised edition in
2010 changed the subtitle to The Politics of Food Safety).

After those books, I made up for lost time. I wrote What to
Eat for the general public in 2006 [29]. My partner, Malden
Nesheim, was trained as an animal nutritionist, and I thought it
would be fun to work with him on an equivalent book for
dogs and cats. It was, and we ended up writing an analysis of
the pet food industry in 2010, which the publisher mislead-
ingly insisted on calling Feed Your Pet Right [30]. Separately,
I wrote spinoff chapters from that book on the melamine-
induced pet food recalls of 2006; these appeared in 2008 as
Pet Food Politics [31]. Mal and I so enjoyed working together
that we produced Why Calories Count in 2012 [32]. A col-
laboration with Sara Thaves, whose Cartoon Bank represents
many cartoonists, led in 2013 to Eat, Drink, Vote, a book of
more than 200 cartoons about food politics [33]. Soda Politics
came out in 2015 [34], and Unsavory Truth in 2018 [35]. At
the time of this writing, I am working on a short book of
essays on food and nutrition politics for University of

California Press. These books, articles, and edited volumes
[36] continue to lead to speaking, meeting, and writing invi-
tations since my ostensible (I kept my office) retirement from
NYU in September 2017.

What does the future hold for food politics?

Much nutrition science in recent years has focused on
solutions to problems of malnutrition based on nutrients, not
food, and on precision nutrition aimed at addressing the
specific health problems of individuals. These scientific
concerns are of great interest, but the three most important
problems in public health nutrition—undernutrition, over-
nutrition, and the effects of food production and con-
sumption on climate change—demand a decidedly different
approach, one based on food systems. A food system is
everything that happens to a food from the time it is pro-
duced to the time it is consumed, a process that involves
food transportation, storage, retailing, cooking, eating, and,
eventually, wasting. I currently teach and lecture about food
systems. American nutrition students often lack exposure to
topics of enormous international interest, the Sustainable
Development Goals, for example, each of which involves
nutrition as a key component [37].
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In my teaching and professional articles, the columns I
wrote for five years for the San Francisco Chronicle, and
the almost daily blog I have written for the last decade at
www.foodpolitics.com, I have long argued for the com-
pelling need to use a food systems approach to promoting
the health and environmental benefits of largely—but not
necessarily exclusively—plant-based diets, and to link
agricultural policy to health policy [38]. Consequently, I
was delighted to see the two documents published in The
Lancet early in 2019: The Eat-Lancet report and the Global
Syndemic report, both urging triple-duty food and nutrition
policies simultaneously aimed at preventing malnutrition,
reducing non-communicable disease risk, and lessening the
impact of food production and consumption on climate
change [39, 40]. These reports explicitly recognize the
economic imperatives of food companies as major barriers
to dietary improvements to promote the health of people
and the planet. They explicitly recommend government and
civil society actions to curb food industry marketing prac-
tices. In this context, I see my work as establishing an
urgent need for all of us who see ourselves as nutrition
scientists and practitioners to recognize–and to resist–food
industry influence on our research and opinions. My hope is
that my work will encourage food systems thinking as the
key to solving the public health nutrition problems of the
future. Most of all, I hope it will inspire students and young
colleagues to advocate for healthier and more sustainable
food
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