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C H A P T E R  O N E

How Good Food  
Became “Real”

In 2013 James Kennedy published a poster titled “Ingredients of 

an All-Natural Banana” on his blog. Beneath the title, a picture of a  

banana was followed by an ingredient list packed with unfamil-

iar, unpronounceable words (Fig. 1). Accompanying text explained 

that Kennedy, a chemistry teacher in Australia, created the poster 

to educate people who were concerned about “scary looking ingre-

dients” and push back against the use of words like pure and sim-

ple to describe “natural” products by showing that natural foods  

are in truth “usually more complicated than anything we can  

create in the lab.”1 Within a year his simple teaching aid had gone 

viral with two million views. By 2016 Kennedy had produced  

eleven more posters (for blueberries, eggs, strawberries, cher-

ries, etc.), launched a successful clothing line, and sold thousands 

of copies of the original banana poster through his website. The 

posters were covered in Vox, Forbes, Business Insider, the New York 

Times, and more and, according to Kennedy, received over 700,000 

views on his website, not to mention millions more via social  

media.2 Building on his platform, Kennedy in 2017 self-published 

Fighting Chemophobia: The Story of How We Became Afraid of 
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Chemicals and What to Do about It, a book about the “irrational fear 

of chemicals” and overreaction to “harmless, negligible sources of 

contamination” that caused people to seek out natural, organic, 

and chemical-free alternatives, as well as how to “fight” it.3

In 2015 the wildly popular food blogger Vani Hari, better  

known as Food Babe, was “taken down” in a viral Gawker article 

Figure 1. “Ingredients of an All-Natural Banana” teaches the  
public that even all-natural foods contain complex, “scary- 
looking” ingredients. Courtesy of James Kennedy, https://james 
kennedymonash.wordpress.com/2013/12/12/ingredients-of-an 
-all-natural-banana.

https://jameskennedymonash.wordpress.com/2013/12/12/ingredients-of-an-all-natural-banana
https://jameskennedymonash.wordpress.com/2013/12/12/ingredients-of-an-all-natural-banana
https://jameskennedymonash.wordpress.com/2013/12/12/ingredients-of-an-all-natural-banana
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written by Yvette d’Entremont, who called herself SciBabe. Blog-

ging since 2011 about health and nutrition, Food Babe initiated a 

series of campaigns to pressure the food industry into removing 

harmful ingredients from their products. By 2014 she had 

amassed a formidable “Food Babe Army,” her blog had received 

over 54 million views, she had nearly a million Facebook and Twit-

ter followers, and Time magazine had named her “one of the 30 

most influential people on the internet.”4 High-profile campaigns 

included petitioning Kraft Foods to remove dyes from their maca-

roni and cheese; asking Subway to remove the chemical azodicar-

bonamide, also found in yoga mats, from their rolls; and pressuring 

Starbucks to be more transparent about its ingredients. According 

to SciBabe, it was Food Babe’s 2014 campaign against Starbucks 

pumpkin spice lattes that drove her to launch her own blog “ded-

icated to debunking pseudoscience in the blogosphere.” In “The 

‘Food Babe’ Blogger Is Full of Shit,” which according to her website 

went “massively viral” in 2015, SciBabe introduced herself as an 

analytical chemist and described Food Babe as a graduate of “Goo-

gle University” and an “uncredentialed expert in everything she 

admittedly can’t pronounce.” She claimed that “it’s rare to come 

across a single scientific fact” on Food Babe’s site and went on to 

describe the many reasons “she’s the worst assault on science on 

the internet.” She berated Food Babe’s concerns about the amount 

of sugar in pumpkin spice lattes, imploring her to look at a “safety 

data sheet for sugar” she linked to the article, and called her con-

cerns about caramel color ridiculous because the additive was in 

the same carcinogen class as coffee.5

These examples show the Real Facts frame in action and sug-

gest its pervasiveness as a way of thinking about the processed 

food problem and imagining the public in relation to science. Ken-

nedy and SciBabe were not representatives of the food industry 

seeking to maintain consumer interest in processed food, but they 
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shared the worldview of the Real Facts frame in which public con-

cerns about processed food appeared to be the result of misinfor-

mation and irrational anxiety. It is true that in the early years of 

the twenty-first century many people viewed processed food neg-

atively because, among other things, they were concerned about 

the safety of the ingredients it contained. There were, however, a 

lot of different questions that could be asked about this. As Gus-

sow reminds us, which questions people choose to ask has a lot to 

do with the worldview they start out with. For Kennedy, SciBabe, 

and others immersed in the Real Facts frame, the questions that 

mattered were those that could be answered by science. These 

had to do with risk to human health, so they assumed that public 

concerns had only to do with such risks and dismissed them as 

irrational because science said the ingredients were safe. Their 

question thus became, How can we educate the public so they will 

no longer be irrationally fearful of ingredients they can’t pro-

nounce? This chapter explores what this framing missed about 

the Real Food frame, not by examining the facts in dispute—such 

as whether the ingredients in question were in fact safe to con-

sume—but by exploring the critical challenges the Real Food 

frame expressed beyond this narrow view emphasizing health 

risks and irrational fears.

In their book, Vaccine Anxieties, Melissa Leach and James Fair-

head show the power of framing public concerns about vaccines 

in a way that includes not only what people are anxious about but 

also what they are anxious for. As they explain, anxieties can be 

both negative and positive, encompassing not only unease, worry, 

and concern but also the earnest, focused desire for something 

or to do something. Focusing solely on the negative anxieties that 

drive behavior, or what people are anxious about, tends to high-

light the public’s lack of understanding and trust. A very different 

picture emerges when the frame also includes positive anxieties, 
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or what people are anxious for and what they do understand and 

desire.6 Following their lead, in this chapter I push back against 

the Real Facts frame’s understanding of concerns about processed 

food, which has focused on the public’s failure to understand the 

safety and benefits of processed food and the breaking down of 

trust in food science. In telling the story of where the Real Food 

frame came from, I focus on what people did understand and 

show that the Real Food frame expressed an earnest desire to eat 

right in the context of a wide range of legitimate concerns about 

processed food, the industrial food system, and the food indus-

try. At the same time, I show how this alignment of eating right 

with avoiding processed food was shaped by implicit and explicit 

challenges to the food industry’s relationship with science and 

scientific authority. Each of the concerns that shaped the Real 

Food frame played a part in both redefining processed food as 

“bad” and challenging the scientific basis of the food industry’s 

authority by asking questions about food that science alone could 

not answer.

E A T I N G  R I G H T  A T  T H E  T U R N  

O F  T H E  T W E N T Y - F I R S T  C E N T U R Y

In my first book, I traced a history of what it has meant to eat 

right in the United States since the late nineteenth century and 

argued that during the final decades of the twentieth century eat-

ing right became more important for identity and status than it 

had ever been before. This means that concerns about processed 

food emerged in the context of historically high levels of positive 

anxiety about eating right. Eating Right in America tells the sto-

ries of four dietary reform movements from the late nineteenth 

to the early twenty-first century, revealing a series of changes 
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in advice about how to eat right, ideas about why people should 

eat right, and what it meant to be a “good eater.” I found that over 

those one hundred-plus years, dietary ideals changed and cul-

tural understandings of what it meant to be a responsible per-

son and a good citizen changed, but the relationship between the 

two remained the same: dietary ideals consistently reflected and 

expressed social ideals. Therefore, eating right was an important 

means by which people both constituted themselves and assessed 

others as responsible subjects and good citizens—or not. Eating 

right was not simply a matter of biomedical well-being for indi-

viduals but also a means of moral self-making that had real social 

implications. Furthermore, the social importance of eating right 

increased over time, dramatically so in the final decades of the 

twentieth century.7

At the broadest level, the convergence of neoliberalism and 

a growing emphasis on chronic diseases during the last few 

decades of the twentieth century led to increasing pressure on 

individuals to pursue health through a wide variety of every-

day activities, from wearing seatbelts to not drinking too much 

alcohol. As has been well documented, one of the most striking 

features of the neoliberalization that occurred over this time 

was the devolution of responsibility for health to individuals.8 

Simultaneously, the focus of the health community shifted from 

communicable diseases, which generally required quarantine, 

to chronic diseases such as cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular dis-

ease, and obesity, which were considered matters of behavior and 

lifestyle. Through these shifts, the range of activities and habits 

considered related to health expanded dramatically, and health 

seeking became an increasingly prevalent part of everyday life. 

Robert Crawford, scholar of the meaning of health in contempo-

rary American culture, argues that at this time the prevention of 
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illness became a pervasive standard against which an expand-

ing number of behaviors were judged, and both the problems 

of health and their solutions were increasingly defined within 

the boundaries of personal control. Health, as something about 

which individuals should be informed and seek to change, moved 

to the center of the middle-class experience, and the pursuit 

and practices of health became central to identity and status. He 

explains that “health talk became personal responsibility talk,” 

and, because personal responsibility was so central to notions of 

what it meant to be a good neoliberal subject, personal responsi-

bly for health was “widely considered the sine qua non of individ-

ual autonomy and good citizenship.”9

It was in this context that diet became more important to 

health than ever before and avoiding potentially harmful foods 

became central to dietary advice for the very first time, factors 

that together set up the possibility for avoiding processed food 

to become a central part of responsible self-making. Since the 

discovery of vitamins in the World War I era, dietary guidance 

had consistently reflected an “eat more” approach, teaching peo-

ple how to get enough nutrients every day by understanding the 

principles of substitution, or how different foods provided sim-

ilar nutrients. However, as the focus of the broader health com-

munity shifted from communicable to chronic diseases, the 

focus of nutrition shifted from concerns about deficiencies to 

the role of diet in chronic diseases. Vitamin-oriented nutritional 

thinking emphasizing the importance of eating a wide variety 

of health-promoting foods gave way to an “eat less” approach to 

dietary advice that encouraged people to reduce or limit intake of 

foods or nutrients—such as fat, sugar, cholesterol, and salt—that 

were believed to be linked with “the health problems of adults in 

an affluent society.”10 As has been well documented, the shift to 

“eat less” dietary advice, or what Warren Belasco calls “negative 
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nutrition,” did not go smoothly; industry lobbyists afraid of the 

impact on consumer purchasing decisions pushed back, ulti-

mately diluting the USDA’s messages to the public (discussed 

more fully below).11 Nonetheless, dietary thinking was reshaped 

by the shift to negative nutrition. Avoiding potentially harmful 

foods became central to eating right just as diet became central 

to health, and pursuing health became more important than ever 

before to identity and status.

This matrix of a growing cultural emphasis on health in gen-

eral, greater investment in health seeking as central to good citi-

zenship, the focus on diet as a means of seeking health, and the 

turn toward negative nutrition created a context in which it made 

perfect sense for people to want to eat right by avoiding poten-

tially harmful foods. They were driven by a powerful positive 

anxiety comprising a desire to be a good eater and a growing 

understanding that eating right meant choosing “real” as opposed 

to processed food. This understanding was shaped by a conflu-

ence of concerns about obesity, sustainability, nutrition, and risk. 

While distinct in many ways, all these concerns raised questions 

about the role of processed food in the American diet, the impacts 

of the industrial food system, and the values of the food indus-

try. At the same time, these concerns and the movements that 

emerged to address them also raised questions about authority 

and expertise. How do we know what a good diet is? Who gets to 

decide? Based on what kinds of knowledge and expertise?

O B E S I T Y

Concerns about obesity, which peaked in the early years of the  

twenty-first century, reshaped ideas about processed food,  

the food industry, and the relationship between the food indus-

try and scientific authority. Obesity was declared an “epidemic” 
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in 2001, spurring massive public and private investment in com-

bating it, but different ways of understanding the causes of obesity 

and what to do about it vied for attention, authority, and dollars.12 

Among these was a public health crisis frame, which emerged in 

the mid-1990s as concern about obesity in the US spiked in response 

to a series of studies on population-level weight gain. In contrast to  

an established medical frame that viewed fatness as a biomedi-

cal condition requiring medical intervention and the expertise 

of physicians, the public health crisis frame looked at fatness as 

a population-level problem requiring collective solutions and 

government intervention.13 But even as the idea that obesity pre-

sented a public health crisis became widely accepted, not every-

one agreed about the causes of the problem and therefore what 

should be done about it, resulting in what the sociologist Abigail 

Saguy describes as a contest between different “blame frames.”14

The food industry was among those championing a “personal 

responsibility” blame frame for obesity, in which individuals 

were seen as responsible for their own fatness. This frame was 

powerful and pervasive, in part because it drew on deep cultural 

reservoirs of individualism, belief in the value of self-reliance, 

and suspicion of government intervention, as well as more recent 

neoliberal investments in personal responsibility.15 The media 

overwhelmingly portrayed obesity as a result of lack of willpower, 

irresponsibility, and bad choices, blaming individuals for their 

failure to maintain an ideal body weight and parents for allowing 

kids to get fat.16 Diet and exercise were presumed to be the solution, 

if only people would muster their willpower, take responsibility, 

and make healthier choices. Advice from the federal government 

mirrored these assumptions, with the Surgeon General in 2003, 

for example, urging Americans to address the obesity epidemic  

by taking “small steps” such as putting the lid on the cookie jar and 

taking the stairs instead of the elevator.17 While taking pains not 
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to dismiss the seriousness of the obesity epidemic, food industry 

representatives consistently maintained that exercise and calorie 

control were the keys to addressing it. Trade associations like the 

International Food Information Council (IFIC) and the Grocery 

Manufacturers Association (GMA) defended the industry against 

attacks by emphasizing consumer choice and blaming parents for 

being too permissive, negligent, or ignorant to manage what their 

children eat.18

Throughout the early years of the twenty-first century, how-

ever, researchers and advocates advancing a “sociocultural 

blame frame” challenged this focus on personal responsibil-

ity. The sociocultural blame frame repositioned individual- and 

population-level weight gain and other health problems related to  

diet not as the result of individual failures of willpower and 

responsibility but as the result of sociocultural conditions such 

as the structure of urban environments, the overabundance of 

cheap calories, the nature of agricultural subsidies, poverty—and 

the behaviors of the food industry. Media articles embracing this 

frame treated the food industry as a “demon industry,” and the 

sociocultural blame frame was used to support calls for greater 

government regulation of the industry to protect the public.19

The sociocultural blame frame gained momentum through 

a slew of influential articles, books, and films connecting the 

nation’s health and other woes to factors outside individual con-

trol, especially the industrial food system.20 Proponents included 

activists, authors, filmmakers, and academics, some working at 

the intersection of the obesity epidemic and a growing “alterative 

food movement” responding to broader ecological, social, and eco-

nomic concerns about the food system. High-profile advocates of 

the sociocultural frame included Marion Nestle, Kelly Brownell, 

and Michael Pollan, whose work is discussed below, as well as Eric 

Schlosser (author of Fast Food Nation), Greg Critser (author of Fat 
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Land), and Morgan Spurlock (maker of the film Super Size Me). I 

have written elsewhere about how the sociocultural blame frame 

was not free of pervasive personal responsibility thinking, and 

I have also critiqued many of its proponents for their normative 

uptake of the so-called obesity epidemic and its problematization 

of body size (among other things).21 My task here is different, as 

I focus on influential texts to highlight the role of the sociocul-

tural blame frame in simultaneously redefining processed food 

as bad and challenging the food industry’s relationship to scien-

tific knowledge and authority.

As the sociocultural frame for obesity developed, it often 

focused on processed food and fast food as both problematic in  

and of themselves and emblematic of larger problems with the 

food system, including power dynamics that favored the food 

industry and the way the food industry leveraged scientific 

knowledge and authority to maintain those power dynamics. 

For example, Food Politics, published by the New York University 

public health nutritionist Marion Nestle in 2001, advanced a way 

of understanding the causes of obesity and what should be done 

about it that centered the behavior of the food industry, particu-

larly its use of marketing and its manipulation of dietary advice. 

Nestle argued that while food companies pushed a personal 

responsibility narrative, “we do not make food choices in a vac-

uum.” The emphasis on individual choice and responsibility, she 

argued, suggested that “nutritionists should be off teaching peo-

ple to take personal responsibility for their own diet and health—

not how to institute societal changes that might make it easier for 

everyone to do so.”22 Instead, Nestle exposed and critiqued the con-

texts that created the conditions for individual overconsumption. 

She argued that obesity and other food-related health problems 

in America could be traced to “the food industry’s imperative to 
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encourage people to eat more” and their subsequent actions, espe-

cially efforts to influence information, knowledge, and advice.23

Nestle’s influential book detailed many ways in which the food 

industry produced not only food that played a role in causing 

obesity but also the informational contexts in which Americans 

understood diet and health and decided what to eat. She described 

in detail the role food industry lobbyists played in shaping dietary 

advice issued by the USDA, beginning with the successful efforts 

of beef and dairy lobbyists to thwart the USDAs first “eat less” rec-

ommendations in 1977. The USDA’s advice would have included 

clear suggestions to reduce intake of meat, eggs, and foods high in 

butterfat, sugar, and salt, but after being met with powerful oppo-

sition from cattle, egg, sugar, and dairy interests it was revised to 

be far less straightforward. For example, the statement “reduce 

consumption of meat” was replaced by “choose meats, poultry 

and fish which reduce saturated fat intake.” In 1979 the guidance 

became “choose lean meats.”24 The saga continued over the follow-

ing decades, with dietary advice consistently embattled by pres-

sure from food industry groups, and as a result, Nestle argued, it 

ultimately failed to serve the public interest.25 

Food Politics exposed and critiqued many other ways in which 

the food industry influenced the informational environment, 

detailing the nature and extent of industry investment of finan-

cial and other resources in forming partnerships with influential 

nutrition organizations, funding scientific research, publiciz-

ing the results of favorable studies, and supporting professional 

organizations, journals, and conferences.26 Ultimately, Nestle 

argued that the facts about a good diet were clear, consistent, and 

straightforward: people needed to eat more fruits and vegetables 

and less meat, dairy, and processed food. Confusion about what 

to eat was produced at the intersection of the media and the food 
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industry. “The greatest beneficiary of public confusion,” Nestle 

argued, “is the food industry.” 27

While Nestle continued to advance this sociocultural under-

standing of the causes of obesity and call attention to the food 

industry’s use of scientific knowledge and authority to distort 

public perceptions of good food in more books and a long-running 

blog, others championing this frame included Kelly Brownell, of 

Yale’s Rudd Center for Food Policy and Obesity. Brownell, named 

one of the world’s 100 most influential people by Time maga-

zine in 2006, built on Nestle’s work in many ways, including 

by following up on her argument in Food Politics that parallels 

between the food industry and Big Tobacco were “impossible to 

avoid.”28 Brownell and Katherine Battle Horgen advanced a “toxic 

environment” explanation for obesity in their 2004 book, Food 

Fight.29 The book argued that the food industry played a central 

role in creating and maintaining structural conditions that were 

overwhelming people’s willpower and preying on their biology. 

Their analysis included the role of increasingly sedentary life-

styles but focused on the fundamental economic conditions they 

saw as creating the obesity epidemic: the overproduction of cal-

ories leading to the food industry’s many strategies designed to 

sell them. The problem, they argued, was not that people were 

irresponsible or lacking willpower but that “unhealthy food 

is convenient, accessible, good-tasting, heavily promoted, and 

cheap. Healthy food is harder to get, less convenient, promoted 

very little and more expensive.”30

Given these conditions, Brownell and Horgen explained, it is 

“perfectly understandable” that people would eat more, exercise 

less, and gain weight.31 But they were also concerned about how 

the food industry exercised its power, including through trade 

associations, to discredit critics and undermine public health by 
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manipulating scientific knowledge and authority. They explained 

that for critics like themselves, the very idea of “the food indus-

try” evoked the actions of trade groups that worked to lobby on 

behalf of particular categories of foods. They pointed to trade 

associations such as the GMA and the National Soft Drink Associ-

ation, explaining that it was through the actions of such groups—

their congressional testimony, websites, journals, and more—that 

the “the food industry” became an organized and coherent entity, 

also noting the problem of the notoriously tight relationships 

between the food industry and regulatory agencies such as  

the USDA.32

Both Food Fight and Brownell’s 2009 article with Kenneth E.  

Warner provocatively titled “The Perils of Ignoring History: 

Big Tobacco Played Dirty and Millions Died. How Similar Is Big  

Food?” pointed to close political and financial connections 

between Big Tobacco and the food industry, as well as similari-

ties in how they used science and scientific authority to defend 

against critics. They argued that, like Big Tobacco, the food indus-

try claimed a commitment to public health while emphasizing 

personal responsibility, sought to influence policy decisions in its 

own favor, contributed millions in political donations, disavowed 

the effects of advertising on consumption, and silenced critics. 

Like Big Tobacco, the food industry also paid scientists to produce 

research instilling doubt, criticized science finding harm from 

their products, diverted attention away from food, and falsely 

argued there was no nutrition consensus.33 Thus, the subsequent 

uptake of the term “Big Food” by proponents of the sociocultural 

obesity frame, as well as those critical of the food industry for 

an array of related reasons, was not just about the size and, thus, 

power of food corporations. It also expressed these critiques of 

how the food industry behaved like Big Tobacco, manipulating 
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scientific knowledge and leveraging scientific authority to defend 

itself from critics and deflect responsibility for obesity.34

E C O L O G I C A L  F O O D  M O V E M E N T S

These critical views of processed food and the food industry and 

its relationship to scientific authority were reinforced at the inter-

section of ecologically oriented food movements, or “alternative 

food movements,” of the early twenty-first century.35 Like the 

sociocultural frame for obesity, these food movements questioned 

the goodness of processed food and called for new ways of 

understanding food and health that were broader, encompass-

ing not only things that could be measured by science but also 

sociocultural as well as ecological factors. While best known for 

efforts to forge and support alternatives to the industrial food 

system, these movements also challenged expert authority over 

the definition of “good food.” They were rooted in not only intel-

lectual and activist traditions around purity and agriculture but 

also social movements that simultaneously championed real food 

and contested scientific expertise.36 For example, they rekindled a  

dormant health food movement that had historically promoted 

alternative understandings of health and challenged the author-

ity of the mainstream scientific and medical community. Natural 

food proponents rejected decades of assurances from scientific 

authorities about the safety of conventionally produced foods, 

but this was not just a disagreement over the facts. It was also a 

contest between different worldviews. Natural food proponents 

have historically raised questions about the kind of knowledge 

that matters when it comes to food and health, refusing to take 

for granted the primacy of scientific expertise and emphasizing 

differences in individual responses to diet rather than statistical 
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averages.37 The food movements of the early twenty-first century 

were also influenced by the food and identity politics of the 1960s 

counterculture, or what Belasco calls the “countercuisine.” As 

he explains, the countercuisine was shaped by a set of contrasts 

that expressed ideas about both food and politics, including the 

politics of expert authority. Proponents embraced “brown” over 

“white” food and craft over convenience while also champion-

ing “improvisation” instead of “specialization,” aligning with the 

broader countercultural goal of undermining the rule of experts 

and returning power to ordinary people.38

Pioneering intellectuals and activists who laid the ground-

work for the ecological food movements of the early twenty-first 

century urged people to think about food through new lenses, 

moving beyond the nutritional framework that had dominated 

dietary discourse since its emergence in the late nineteenth cen-

tury. For example, Joan Dye Gussow, hailed by the New York Times 

as the “matriarch of the eat-locally-think-globally food move-

ment,” articulated the ecological ethos of good food as a direct 

challenge to established forms of nutritional expertise, argu-

ing that averting environmental disaster would require looking 

through “macroscopes” rather than microscopes.39 In a 1981 essay 

she criticized her own field of nutrition for looking at ever smaller 

and smaller aspects of food, breaking it down into microscopic 

pieces and “looking at the isolated effects of the isolated behav-

iors on isolated food substances in isolated biological systems.” 

She argued for the importance of looking beyond connections 

between nutrients and cells to consider connections between 

farmers and producers, food policies and environmental policies, 

the cost of energy and the cost of food, and so on.40 While not tak-

ing on nutrition as directly, the farmer, poet, and environmental 

activist Wendell Berry urged people to understand eating as an 
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“agricultural act” with wide-ranging implications for “how the 

world is used.” For Berry, eating was a form of politics that was 

profoundly connected to questions of freedom and democracy.  

He urged people to resist the role of passive consumer that served 

the system of industrial food production by understanding the  

role they played in the economy of food and learning to eat 

responsibly. He wanted people to think about good food in these 

broader terms, taking politics as well as aesthetics and ethics into 

consideration, and argued that the pleasure derived from know-

ing where food comes from “may be the best available standard 

for our health.”41

Building on these legacies and responding to a growing aware-

ness of the ecological impacts of the industrial food system, 

early twenty-first-century food movements focused on creating 

markets for sustainably produced food, including by changing 

the lens through which people thought about good food.42 They 

worked to improve farming and food both by forging more direct 

connections between consumers and producers and by teaching 

people to consider the impacts of their food choices far beyond 

their own health. They urged people to eat in accordance with 

food system ideals related to sustainability, as well as support-

ing local economies and communities. Farmers markets, commu-

nity gardens, community supported agriculture, farm to school 

programs, and a boom in organic agriculture were all results 

of these movements. Across these efforts, processed and fast  

food came to be seen, through these new lenses, as both bad food 

and emblematic of larger problems in the food system.43 As the 

food systems scholar Julie Guthman argues, the alternative food 

movement was one of the most successful activist movements 

of its time and “in an important sense redefined good food from 

‘healthy’ to ‘real.’”44
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Pollan’s wildly popular writing helped popularize both the 

idea that “real food” was better than processed and the argu-

ment that new lenses were needed for thinking about good food. 

While I have critiqued Pollan’s views on eating right elsewhere, 

here I am interested in highlighting how he also brought a cri-

tique of nutrition science and its relationship to the food industry 

into the popular discourse.45 Pollan captivated the nation’s atten-

tion with his critical perspective on the industrial food system 

and advice about choosing real food in his 2007 New York Times 

Magazine article, “Unhappy Meals,” and 2009 book exploring the 

same themes, In Defense of Food. That book spent six weeks on 

the New York Times best-seller list, and its core ideas were soon 

after distilled in a compilation of rules, also published in 2009.46 

A whimsically illustrated edition with an additional nineteen 

rules came out in 2013, and in 2015 In Defense of Food was adapted 

as a PBS documentary. The basic advice at the heart of much of 

Pollan’s work—“Eat Food. Not Too Much. Mostly Plants”—pro-

vided a simple, memorable way of thinking about what to eat 

that hinged on the distinction between “whole foods” and “edi-

ble foodlike substances” or “novel products of food science.”47 But 

this advice not only vilified processed food and the food industry. 

It also expressed a critique of expert authority over questions of 

good food.

Writing at the intersection of ecological critiques of the indus-

trial food system and the sociocultural obesity blame frame, 

Pollan echoed many of the arguments about the misuses and 

manipulation of science discussed in the previous section. But 

Pollan also went further, drawing heavily on the work of the 

Australian social scientist Gyorgy Scrinis to directly challenge 

nutrition’s authority over the question of what to eat. Borrowing 

Scrinis’s analysis and coinage, Pollan introduced readers to the 
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concept of “nutritionism,” or the idea that nutrition was an ide-

ology built on the basic assumptions that nutrients are the key to 

understanding food, that they can only be understood by experts, 

and that the whole point of eating is biomedical health. 48 He cri-

tiqued the food industry’s influence on government dietary guide-

lines but also argued that the problem wasn’t just how nutrition 

was used, but what the science itself was capable of. Like Gussow, 

he pointed to its narrow approach focusing on single nutrients in 

isolation, noting that reductionism was perhaps necessary given 

the field’s tools and objectives, but it was inevitably misleading 

because “people don’t eat nutrients; they eat foods.”49 By remov-

ing foods from their context, nutritionism prevented people from 

recognizing that the larger problems in the food system had to do 

with not just particular nutrients or foods, but large-scale shifts 

“from whole foods to refined foods” and “from food culture to 

food science,” as well as the rise of nutritionism itself.50

Pollan argued that nutritionism served the interests of the 

food industry; its narrow lens was in part why processed food had 

passed as good food for so long. Because nutrition sees only nutri-

ents, “qualitative distinctions between processed foods and whole 

foods disappear,” which, Pollan pointed out, was a “great boon” for 

manufacturers. Nutritionism provided a rationale for both pro-

cessing food and then further processing foods to align with the 

latest nutritional theories, for example, by lowering fat or boost-

ing probiotics. Meanwhile, “real food” could not compete under 

the rules of nutritionism. It could not be reformulated in response 

to changing nutrition guidance and tended not to come in pack-

ages that could bear the sort of single-nutrient health claims that 

are nutritionism’s hallmark. 51 “No idea,” Pollan wrote, “could be 

more sympathetic to manufacturers of processed food.”52 He chal-

lenged his readers to question the outcome of putting “science 

and scientism in charge of the American diet,” urging them to 



How Good Food Became “Real”  /  51

seriously reconsider placing “the authority of science above cul-

ture” when it comes to deciding what is good to eat.53

N O V A

The argument for using a broad lens to assess food quality, encom-

passing far more than what nutrition or any science could account 

for, was eventually taken up and codified into dietary guidance 

by Brazilian public health researchers. Primarily driven by con-

cerns about obesity, researchers at the University of São Paolo 

led by Carlos Monteiro challenged the established nutrition par-

adigm by introducing a new food classification system called 

NOVA, meaning “new” in Portuguese. Applying a “macroscopic” 

rather than microscopic lens, NOVA centered processing as a way 

of thinking about good food while also taking factors such as mar-

keting into consideration. Monteiro first introduced the ideas 

behind NOVA in a 2009 article in Public Health Nutrition, the title 

of which captured the paradigm-shifting contention that would 

remain at the heart of this work: “Nutrition and Health. The Issue 

Is Not Food, nor Nutrients, So Much as Processing.”54 The article 

acknowledged and recommended the work of Michael Pollan, and 

Monteiro and Scrinis would ultimately become collaborators. The 

following year, Monteiro published a commentary in the journal 

of the World Public Health Nutrition Association that began with 

this striking sentence: “The most important factor now, when con-

sidering food, nutrition and public health, is not nutrients, and is 

not foods, so much as what is done to foodstuffs and the nutrients 

originally contained in them, before they are purchased and con-

sumed. That is to say, the big issue is food processing . . . and what 

happens to food and to us as a result of processing.”55

Monteiro went on to explicitly name the epistemological crisis  

caused by the obesity epidemic and the failure of nutrition science  
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to prevent or curtail it. “To be blunt,” he explained, “our science 

has become somewhat discredited,” in part because it had retained 

obsolete food classifications.56 He also noted that the theory he 

was proposing could not be proven precisely because the field of 

nutrition had historically grouped foods according to their chem-

ical constitution (i.e., food groups), with little to no attention to 

processing. In other words, the science needed to prove his theory 

had not been done, but, he argued, “there are occasions in public 

life that are so urgent, important and critical, that action must be 

taken before all the evidence that makes scientists and civil ser-

vants comfortable is in.”57 He described the new mode of dietary 

guidance he proposed as using a “big picture approach” for think-

ing about good food. Therefore, it required types of evidence and 

kinds of expertise not usually considered relevant. Understand-

ing good food would require taking seriously evidence produced 

by the so-called soft social sciences, and identifying nutrition as a 

“social, economic and environmental discipline.”58

The classificatory system Monteiro proposed would replace 

established guidance based on food groups with a focus on pro-

cessing, yet moved beyond the vague idea that food processing in 

general was a public health issue, instead specifying “the nature, 

extent and purpose of processing, and in particular, the propor-

tion of meals, dishes, foods, drinks and snacks within diets that 

are ‘ultra-processed.’” Anticipating the reaction of the food indus-

try, Monteiro assured readers of his 2010 commentary that it was 

not meant as an attack on the food industry, noting the many ben-

efits of modern methods of food production, manufacture, distri-

bution, and sale. He did note, however, that the piece was “indeed 

implicitly sharply critical of the current policies and practices of 

food and drink manufacturers, caterers and associated indus-

tries, whose profits currently depend on the sale of what are 

termed here ultra-processed products.”59
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Monteiro and his collaborators’ central claim was that the 

rapid rise of ultra-processed food and drinks since the 1980s was 

the primary cause of the global rise in obesity and related dis-

eases because of their energy density, appeal, and availability.60 

They initially outlined three categories of food: unprocessed or 

minimally processed, processed, and ultra-processed. Later itera-

tions of the system would have four groups but remained focused 

on identifying the characteristics of those foods most important to 

limit in pursuit of better population health, that is, ultra-processed 

foods. Monteiro and coauthors described ultra-processed foods as 

“edible and usually very palatable” but “not real foods,” yet distinct 

from other forms of processed foods. What set ultra-processed 

products apart was that they “are not made from foods. They are 

made from ingredients,” some of which are derived from foods 

(e.g., oils, fats, flours, and sugars) but most of which are additives 

that “make the product look, smell, feel and taste like food.”61 They 

called the impact of such products a “public health catastrophe” 

not just because of how they were made but also because of how 

they were consumed: “any time, everywhere.” Ultra-processed 

foods were energy dense, hyper-palatable, very easy to con-

sume, falsely seen as healthy, and aggressively advertised and 

marketed.62 By 2014 the NOVA classification was being used by 

researchers around the world to track and analyze changes in 

dietary patterns, assess the impact of industrial food processing 

on overall quality of diets, and study the availability of ultra- 

processed products in urban settings. It was also incorporated into 

the Brazilian Ministry of Health’s official Dietary Guidelines.63

It didn’t take long for Monteiro’s ideas to be picked up by 

the US press and taken up by the many advocates for food and 

health reform who were already embracing a “big picture 

approach,” raising alarm about problems with processed food, 

and challenging established nutritional expertise. A week after 
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Monteiro’s commentary was published, CBS News published an 

online article, “What a Junk Food Diet Tells Us about the Dis-

mal State of Nutrition Science,” describing Monteiro’s “chiding” 

of fellow nutrition scientists, introducing readers to the term 

“ultra-processed food,” and making connections to the work 

of “food industry nemesis,” Michael Pollan.64 Over the next few 

years the concept of ultra-processed food went from unknown 

to part of the vernacular of eating right. Uptake of the term 

and concern about ultra-processed foods spiked in 2016 follow-

ing the publication on BMJ Open of a study by Monteiro and his 

team in collaboration with researchers from Tufts showing that 

ultra-processed foods made up more than half of all calories 

consumed in the US and contributed to nearly 90 percent of all 

sugar intake.65 An Atlantic article covering the study opened by 

noting that Pollan’s advice “that people should ‘eat food, not too 

much, mostly plants’ is oft-quoted, less oft-followed.” It went on: 

“Once again, research has demonstrated that Americans actu-

ally tend to eat food, too much, mostly things that are no longer 

recognizable as plants, if they ever were,” and ended by making 

up a “Pollan-esque mantra” for cutting out “ultra-processed sugar 

bombs” like soda: “Drink liquids, not too sugary, mostly water.”66 

While the term “ultra-processed food” referred to a category of 

foods that public health professionals deemed particularly dan-

gerous to eaters, like “Big Food,” its meaning and salience were 

rooted in critiques not just of highly processed food itself but also 

of the limits of nutrition science as a way of knowing good food.

T E C H N O L O G I C A L  R I S K  A N D  D E R E G U L A T I O N

Ideas about good food, in flux for all the reasons described 

above, were at the same time transformed by changing attitudes 

about the use of technology in food production that reframed 



How Good Food Became “Real”  /  55

processed food as risky and added to growing skepticism about 

the food industry and its relationship to scientific authority. After 

decades in which science and technology were understood to 

make naturally occurring risks manageable, toward the end of 

the twentieth century, people became increasingly aware of, and  

sensitive to, risks generated by science and industry.

As Ulrich Beck has famously argued, during this time risk 

became a defining attribute of Western societies, as people became 

increasingly aware of the negative effects of scientific and tech-

nological developments, the benefits of which they increasingly 

took for granted.67 Unlike danger, which was perceived as out-

side one’s control, risk was a unique state in which harm seemed 

imminent, and something should be done about it. While identify-

ing and avoiding risk became a shared preoccupation, risks were 

complex and largely invisible. Navigating them required reliance 

on scientific expertise, but the public lost faith in experts to both 

manage risks and communicate with the public about them. In 

this context defining risk, and the questions about risk that were 

important to ask, became increasingly politically fraught.68

It was within these broader dynamics of risk that the public 

became especially sensitive to risks associated with food pro-

duction, including agriculture and processing, and increasingly 

skeptical of information about food-related risk provided by sci-

ence, industry, and the government.69 Concerns about the purity 

and safety of the food supply had been around for a very long time, 

but technological changes that accompanied twentieth-century 

industrialization, such as the growing use of chemicals in food 

production and the industrialization of agriculture, raised new 

concerns about risks related to everything from chemical addi-

tives, preservatives, and packaging to the use of antibiotics in 

animal agriculture.70 The internet emerged alongside these 

changes, providing new means of communicating about food 
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risks, while traditional media sources also paid increasing atten-

tion to claims and counterclaims about food risks.71

Agriculture technologies, such as genetic engineering and 

pesticides, and food processing technologies, such as artifi-

cial ingredients, were all called into question. All of this led to 

changing understandings of good food; where people had pre-

viously associated risk with natural foods, they came instead to 

associate risk with processed food and healthiness with “real” 

food.72 But public concerns about the role of technology in the 

food system were not simply about healthiness, or even food 

safety.73 They also included the ecological impacts of the ongo-

ing pursuit of efficiency and productivity through technological 

solutions, as seen in the food movements described above. And 

they included growing skepticism about expert claims related to 

new technologies in the food system. The use of biotechnology in 

food production, for example, became highly politicized at the 

intersection of concerns about health, environmental effects, 

power, and inequality in the global food system and doubts 

about the ability of experts to understand public concerns and 

effectively regulate risks.74

At the same time that the public became more sensitive to 

risks from technologies used in food production, the regula-

tory landscape for food in the US loosened and responsibility for 

self-protection was largely shifted to individual consumers. These 

changes reflected neoliberalism’s privatization of state functions 

and deregulation of markets.75 But the regulatory system for food 

in the US was already built around a “proof of harm” model that 

favored industry. In Better Safe Than Sorry, the sociologist Norah 

MacKendrick describes this as a “safe-until-sorry” approach 

because it required evidence of harm to accumulate before restric-

tions were put into place. This contrasts with a policy approach 
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based on the precautionary principle, in which regulators priori-

tize preventing harm to human health or the environment, even 

when evidence is inconclusive. While this model has been at the 

center of European environmental policy since the 1970s, the US 

has taken a “hostile approach” to the precautionary principle, 

which has been framed by business interests as a threat to inno-

vation and economic growth.76

According to MacKendrick, during the 1990s a regulatory 

system already favoring industry through its proof-of-harm ori-

entation turned decidedly toward encouraging innovation and 

profit rather than environmental protection and public health.77 

When it came to agricultural pesticides, the 1996 Food Qual-

ity Protection Act (FQPA) adopted an unusually precautionary 

approach and was designed to ensure reasonable certainty of 

lack of harm from pesticide residues in food. However, as Mac

Kendrick explains, it was never implemented in a way that would 

allow it to achieve these aims. The FQPA was meant to consider 

aggregate exposure to pesticides from food and other sources, but 

only a small amount of food was tested, tolerance levels were set 

higher than those in the European Union (EU), and testing and 

monitoring were split among agencies and divisions within agen-

cies. For example, the USDA collected data on residue but was 

not able to use it for regulatory purposes, and the FDA was not 

required to test for all tolerances set by the Environmental Pro-

tection Agency (EPA). According to the US Government Account-

ability Office, testing methods used by the FDA and the USDA were 

“insufficient for safeguarding public health.” In response to the 

poor implementation of the FQPA, environmental groups worked 

to raise public awareness about insufficient monitoring of pesti-

cide residues on food and provide tools to help consumers avoid 

them. The Environmental Working Group (EWG), for example, 
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began publishing its annual “Dirty Dozen Guide” calling out 

fruits and vegetables with high residue levels in 2004.78

As MacKendrick notes, the 1990s were also a turning point for 

the regulation of chemical additives used in processed foods. To 

lessen a backlog of applications from companies seeking to intro-

duce new chemicals, the FDA expanded GRAS (Generally Rec-

ognized as Safe) certification, originally intended for additives 

known to be safe, to allow processors to bypass formal review 

of new additives (except colors). GRAS was created as part of a 

1958 food additive law that assumed all new substances would go 

through a rigorous review process but established a list of sub-

stances that were generally recognized as safe, such as spices, 

salt, and yeast. The process of getting new substances onto the 

GRAS list was far easier than getting them approved through the 

review process, and many companies took advantage of this. But 

in 1997 the FDA made a change to the rules that opened the flood-

gates and basically sidelined the more stringent process. Rather 

than petition the FDA to review an item that a company wanted to 

add to the list, in the new process companies only needed to notify 

the FDA after making their own safety assessment. Companies 

were supposed to adhere to guidelines for making those assess-

ments, but they were nonbinding and the agency provided no 

oversight regarding the qualifications of those enlisted to conduct 

the reviews.79 A 2011 report on food additives by the Pew Charita-

ble Trust found that a third or more of the ten thousand chemicals 

that could be put in food were never formally reviewed by the 

FDA.80 An updated report published by Pew in 2013 determined 

“the FDA regulatory system is plagued with systemic problems” 

that prevented the agency from ensuring that additives allowed 

in food are safe. It noted, among other things, that it was impos-

sible for the agency to connect an additive to health problems 
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because it had not been notified of an estimated one thousand 

chemicals used in food, had not been informed of actual usage for 

all chemicals, and had not been alerted to studies suggesting pre-

viously unknown potential health effects.81

Also in the 1990s, the first genetically modified food—the Flavr 

Savr tomato—arrived in US stores with no labeling requirement. 

While the EU, oriented to the precautionary principle, restricted 

the use of genetically modified organisms in agriculture begin-

ning in 2001, the US was far more permissive. In the absence of 

restrictions, US consumers and environmental groups began to 

demand labels that would allow them to at least decide for them-

selves if they wanted to consume foods produced using biotech-

nology. The nonprofit Non-GMO project was launched in 2007 

and by 2017 had verified the absence of genetically modified 

organisms in over forty-three thousand products. Meanwhile, 

food industry trade groups spent decades successfully lobbying 

against mandatory labeling.82

Within this confluence of heightened risk awareness and reg-

ulatory laxity, food became an acute arena of risk negotiation for 

both the food industry and the public. Working largely through 

trade associations, the food industry sought to downplay risks 

related to food, while individual eaters decided for themselves 

what to put into their own bodies or feed to their families.83 Pres-

sure to avoid technological risks related to food was especially 

acute for women, as powerful ideologies of motherhood made 

them responsible not only for their own health but also for the 

safety and purity of children. MacKendrick and others have 

found that women across the class spectrum experienced intense 

pressure to produce both healthy children and a healthy planet by 

providing “safe” and “clean” food.84 Mothers sought out what they 

thought of as “organic” food, which was not necessarily certified 
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organic but considered “pure, uncontaminated, and lacking the  

chemicals used in conventional industrial agriculture.”85 In  

the absence of a precautionary regulatory environment, they 

adopted time-, labor-, and resource-intensive shopping routines 

to provide the safest possible food for their families.86

Meanwhile, guides, labels, and shopping environments 

evolved to help shoppers avoid technological risks but at the same 

time amplified risk awareness and the pressure to avoid poten-

tially dangerous ingredients. A steady stream of consumer guides, 

such as the “Dirty Dozen,” were designed to help people avoid 

harm but also raised awareness of potential risks. MacKendrick 

found over twenty-seven organizations publishing consumer 

guides to help people avoid chemical toxins in food. Together, they 

recommended over sixty actions that consumers should take to 

protect themselves. Choosing certified organic fruits and vege-

tables was among the most common recommendations, but the 

guides also urged shoppers to avoid synthetic additives (artifi-

cial colors, thickeners, and sweeteners), stay away from canned 

food, and cook from scratch to avoid processed food.87 Retail envi-

ronments, such as Whole Foods Markets, also amplified concerns 

about risk in the context of helping consumers navigate them. 

Their quality standards and the free-from claims on packages up 

and down the aisles simultaneously established reasons for con-

cern and sold solutions to them.88 According to MacKendrick’s 

interviews, women shopped in these curated retail spaces and 

looked for certified organic food and other promises of purity “as 

a reaction to the increasing complexity, invisibility and secrecy 

that characterizes the industrial food system.”89 They under-

stood that choosing organic and “real” food was an inadequate 

response to risk, but “it remain[ed] their only option.”90 These 

shoppers, striving to negotiate heightened risk related to food 
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production in order to be good eaters and good mothers, were the 

very same ones imagined and projected as irrationally fearful, 

misinformed, and even antiscience by Kennedy, SciBabe, and 

other Real Facts frame proponents.

The Real Food frame I describe here was not itself a social move-

ment but the result of distinct yet overlapping movements that 

converged to change commonly held ideas about good food while 

also challenging established scientific ways of knowing about 

food and health. The activists, advocates, and social movements 

that raised and sought to address concerns about obesity, the 

ecological impacts of food production, the health effects of highly 

processed food, and the confluence of technological risk and 

deregulation offered a shared piece of advice for people wanting 

to “eat right”: avoid processed food and choose real food instead. 

While the idea that good food was real came from these distinct 

concerns and movements, it also took on a life of its own, loosely 

reflecting a generalized skepticism about processed food, the food 

industry, and the industrial food system.

Told through a focus on what people understood and desired, 

rather than what they were anxious about, the story of how good 

food became “real” is not about ignorance, misinformation, 

and the internet run amok. It shows that the Real Food frame 

expressed a sociocultural view of good food that included and  

was inseparable from political issues. These included how the 

food industry leveraged its power to influence scientific research 

and the public’s access to information about food, the impacts 

that eating had beyond individual health, the structure of the 

food system, and regulatory laxity. The Real Food frame didn’t 

just challenge the goodness of processed food. It also chal-

lenged established scientific ways of thinking about good food 
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by insisting on the importance of questions that could not be 

answered by science: What role should the food industry play in 

promoting a healthier sociocultural environment for food choice? 

What could a food system look like if it was driven by ecological 

and cultural knowledge and values? How can dietary advice help 

people understand food, beyond what nutrition can measure? 

Can experts be trusted to understand public concerns about tech-

nology and effectively manage risks? Thus, the Real Food frame 

was not antiscience, but it did challenge food scientism and the 

food industry’s investment in it.

It was this insistence on broadening the lens for understanding 

good food and asking questions that science could not answer that 

Real Facts proponents insistently reframed as the result of defi-

cits of scientific knowledge. Focusing on the negative anxieties 

propelling Americans away from processed foods and drawing 

on established deficit models of the public understanding of sci-

ence, representatives of the food industry treated people seeking 

to avoid processed food as irrationally fearful of things they did 

not understand: the science of food formulation and processing, 

the fact that all foods are made from chemicals, the reality that 

nature is not benign, and so on. The rest of the chapters highlight 

how the Real Facts frame foreclosed possibilities for the questions 

about food, the food system, and scientific authority that drove 

the Real Food frame to be taken seriously.
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