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Nutrition education in a worid of iimits”

JOAN DYE GUSSOW+

it is an honor and a great pleasure for me

- to be here this morning. Somehow it seems

like a very long time and a very long way
from the first week of December in 1978
when | had a letter asking whether | would
be interested in speaking at the Jubilee
ANZAAS. From the beginning it' was not
only your country which interested me, but
your theme ‘Science for a sustainable soci-
ety’. For | spend a great deal of time think-
ing about what a sustainable food supply
will look like—so much time that some of
my colleagues hava suggested, not always
in a friendly tone—that | ought to get on
with n.trition education and stop ‘mucking
about’ in environmental issues.

| have long been convinced, however,
that nutrition education and the environment
are intimately linked. | teach a course called
nutritional ecology to nutrition .education
students and | want to talk to you this morn-
ing about that linkage. | am going to begin
by raising the question of what nutrition
education is or ought to be and then go on
to discuss why | think an understanding of
world limits is a central piece of the content
nutrition educators need.to be dealing with.

t would like to begin by asking a -

question—a very important question, | think,
but often neglected. Why do we ‘have to
have nutrition education at all? Obviously
people survived for millennia before nutri-
tion became a science—or a word. They
survived by the cultural transmission of eat-
ing patterns which kept them alive. ‘We
must suppose’, as Margaret Mead told the
Americal Distetic Association thirty years
ago, ‘that in any culture which had too bad
a pattern, the people perished . . . each pat-
tern has been based on an empirical nutri-
tional science; if it doesn’t inciude at least
the absolutely essential nutrients, the
people would not have survived. No one
knew what they were doing, no one knew
why they ate the things they ate, but
gradually, over a period of time, viable pat-
terns have been established'.

Now let me add a few caveats. One can-
not argue that these traditional diets were

optimal—merely that they represented pat-

‘terns compatible with survivai through tne

reproductive years—else they would never
have become traditional. It has sometimes
been suggested that uncorrupted ‘primi-
tives' have some sort of body wisdoem
which leads them to seek out and consum2
the foods they require, but there is little evi-
dence that such a body wisdom ever
existed. Even in the most ‘natural’ situations
children would need to be protected-—
probably by maternal constraints—irom
consuming poisons. And givan such protec-
tion, the child would still be vulnerzbie to
fatal mistakes if the environment contained
anything except completely ‘natural’
foods—since that is all evolution could have
provided for. In short, what children survive
on—and have always survived on—is cui-
tural wisdom, not body wisdem. They follow

~the traditions of their group. .

And now, not at all gradually, over a
comparatively short period of time, those.
traditional patterns have been drastically
modified or eliminated altogether, not only
iin the developed countries like qur own but
in almost every part of the world. In the
U.S. in a span of fiity years, the numper of
products in the marketplace has coubled,

-and redoubled, redoubled and then re-

doubled again. Hunters and gatherers knew
and ate an astonishingly iargs number of
different living things—psraps as many as
800. The contemporary shopper in my
country, devoting considerably iess time
and mental space tc the task of food ac-
quisition than did her pracecessors, is sup-
posed to choose wisely from 12 000 tems,
most of which did not exist in her granc-
mother's time and most ¢f which bear an
obscure, remote and/cr tenuous relationship
to anything one might hunt or gather.

‘The hunter-gatherer chiid who went cig-
ging with ‘Mom’ or hunting with ‘Dad’

*Paper delivered at 50th ANZAAS Congress, Adelaide,
May 1880.

tChairperson, Department of Nutrition Education,
Teachers Collsge, Columbia University, New York.
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gradually learned where to get food and
how to distinguish between the edible and
nourishing and the non-edible and danger-
ous. The contemporary child in my country
joining ‘Mom’ for a stroll through the colored
aisles of the supermarket learns to nag for
‘Count Chocula’ and ‘Mars Bars', and, in
the local fast food shop, masters the litany
of ordering a ‘Big Mac’ and fries. Indeed, it
has even been suggested by one author
that food and ritual are mixed in such
places just as they were in primitive
societies. In a recent issue of the Journal of
American Culture, author Conrad Kottak
argues that McDonald's restaurants have
become the United States’ equivalent of
holy .places where our entire behavior is

. ritualised. In a McDonald's, as in church, he .

points out you know who is going to be
there, you know what you're going to be
asked to say, you know what is going to be
said to you, and you know what you are
going to do. All of which gives a great deal
of security to people in a society where so
much change is chronic.
In any case, the child who goes to the
~supermarket or the fast food shop is learn-
ing his culture’s foodways. But in these

places, the parents’ mandated choices are .

based on no carefully accumulated tribal
wisdom. They are based on some vaguely
held ideas about the limitless goodness of
meat and the painful necessity of vege-
tables, on some poorly remembered con-
cepts of ‘nutritional balance’. on a commer:
cially encouraged fascination with .micronu-
trients—fascination .which enables endless
products made largely of refined flours,
sugar and fat, and a few million dollars’
worth of vitamins and minerals, to be sold
in the United States as ‘nutritious’. The
choices are based on ‘whatever tastes
good' to ‘Dad’ and the children, and on the
fact that a product is ‘new’.

We have fully separated palatability from
nutrition, as John Yudkin has pointed out,
so that unlike other animals we are no
longer assured of getting what we need so
long as we just eat what we want. In short,
we need nutrition education because, in my
country at least, we have raised at least
one generation which knows astonishingly
little about the sources and kinds of foods
on which humanity has survived through
millennia. Indeed, we, in the United States,
who are somewhat more ‘advanced’ than

other countries, may have more than one
such generation—we are now into a gener-
ation of ‘cooking age’ daughters to whom
‘Minute Rice’ is just like mother used to
make.

So what is nutrition education? it is to a
very large extent the replacement of folk
wisdom, about which foods are ‘good’ to
eat, with wisdom acquired ‘in some other
manner, about which foods are ‘good’ to
eat. Now | want to spend much of the rest
of my talk by dealing with the question of
which foods, in the last fifth of the 20th cen-
tury, are ‘good’ to eat—using the word
‘good’ in its broadest sense. Before | do so,
however, | want to deal with the question
which always seems to spring to mind—
namely, where does nutrition come into all
this? If you spend all your time talking
about foods, you're not going to have
enough time to talk about nutrients. One of
the things | have learned in the last decade
is that where the pubiic is concerned, useful
nutrition education is probably not merely a
watered down version of what we teach our
graduate students, but something quite dif-
ferent.. It is, as | said earlier, a mechanism
whereby people can learn what foods are
good for them to eat in a society which has
eliminated the traditional routes whereby
such information was communicated.

We tend, as -professionals, t0 assume
that the appropriate mechanism is an in-
crease in what we call knowledge. And very

often in academic circlss, we define know- ’

ledge as something that television, for
example, does not convey. We say tele:
vision is not a good imecium for ‘téaching’
people anything—'anything’ being what we
define as knowledge, like the fact that nor-
mal body temperature is 98.6°F. We
academics do not define knowlecge as
what | would call body wisdom, or the
things we know aboui someaone when we
say we ‘know’ that person. Wse do not de-
fine knowledge as wha! you can do &s 2
result of watching your mother skim jam or
watching your father dig for a bandicoot.
This is not knowledge as we define it.

It was our kind of academic knowledge
Margaret Mead was talking about when she
observed that while people used to eai cer-
tain foods ritually because they had been
given to them by their mother's brother, we
can now eat them because we know they
contain certain nutrients. ‘Now that we have
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nutritional science’, she wrote, ‘it is possible
to go a step further. We don't need to rely
on habit and custom quite as much and we
can raise our habits to a higher level'. We
can choose foods, in other words, not on
the basis of habit, but of knowledge.

We in nutrition like to believe that is so,

- since it gives us a justification for transmit-

ting to others some portion of the arcane
biochemical information we have so ardu-
ously acquired. it would be exciting for all of
us if the public really wanted to know more
about nutrition science. It would be reward-
ing to professionals if there were wide-
spread interest in the mysteries of nutrient
interaction and the intricacies of cellular
metabolism. Surely every profession wishes
for a level of public curiosity about its own
field at least sufficient to permit the public

. to admire the professionals’ superior level

of mastery. But such admiration is, alas, not
to be bestowed on us. in my country at
least, we nutritionists are doomed to suffer
conversations with strangers who, on learn-
ing our identities, rush to tell us how zinc
helped them, never thinking to ask us (in

“our superior wisdom) whether it should

have. Graduate studenis at my umversaty
pay $450 to sit through a_non-majors
course in nutrition science. They are in-
tensely interested in learning whether or not

they should take vitamin C for a cold, but .

much, much less interested in learning
even the basics of ascorbic acid absorption,
metabolism, and excretion—or of scientific
methodology—which might help them re-
solve that question. Indeed, in the real
world it is hard for even professional nut-
ritionists to cope with the disparity between
what they have had to learn to graduate
and what they really get to use. Or, as one
of our graduates put it, ‘Sometimes when |
sit there telling that fat lady not to eat
chocolate cake, | ask myself why | had to
learn the Krebs Cycle’.

The simple fact is that in the real world
many more people want to know about
chocolate cake than want to know about
the Krebs Cycle. indeed, in the real world
there are more experts in chocolate cake
than there are nutritionists. So | find myself
repeating to my nutrition colleagues, who
seem to want to teach everyone about nu-
trients, that much as we might wish to
make the average citizen into a mini-
nutrition scientist, we are not going to suc-

ceed in doing sc. Ancd if what we are con-
cerned about is, as | think it should be,
helping people eat ‘right’, then it should be
clear to us, of all peopie, that knowledge of

_nutrition does not bear any necessary rela-

tionship to healthful responsible eating.
What, then, ought to be the appropriate
content of nutrition education in the last fifth
of the 20th century? What do people need
to know, and do about food as we begin to
close in on the year 2000? Since future
prediction is perhaps as risky an undertak-

_ing as one can imagine, no sensible person

would be so bold as to suggest she has an
absolute answer for that question. It does
seem clear, however, that the overriding
problem where food is concerned is what to
do about the fact that, while some of us are
chronically overfed, much of the world still
has to worry about where the next meal is
coming from. It seems clear that the world
food—-population problem is not going to be
resolved, in time, 1) unless we can find
some way to overcome distributional in-
equities of a variety cf sorts and 2} uniess
we sustain the earth's capacity to produce

- food so that there will be somsthing to dis- -

tribute equitably.. If we run cut ¢f fsac or of
the inputs required to maintain its produc-
tion, we shall have more to worry abput
than nutrition education.

This topic is one to which | have ac-
dressed some considerable thought and re-
search (indeed | have put togsther a book),
but 1 shall be forced to deal with it this
morning very cursorily. And i shall have to
assume that if you find the ideas startling
and unsubstantiatad. you may wish to con-
clude, graciously, that substantiation is av-
ailable elsewhers. ‘

By the standards which sesem appropriate
to apply to the final fifth of & century which
has changed as rapidiy as this one, no
education can be a quaiity education unless.
it is designed to equip children to live in
their future—not our future—but theirs
Therefore, every educator has an obligation
to become a futurist. Every educator has
some obligation to project present trends
into the future and take it as his or her task
to prepare the young people for whom he
or she is responsible to meet the world as it
will be. Where food is concerned, | see no
evidence that we are doing this.

| can speak from personal experience
only of American children and their parents,
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failing to teach the right lessons; it seems
often determined to teach the wrong ones.
We who are educators do this implicitly, by
behaving in a manner—our accustomed
manner—which denies the existence of a
real. crisis. We do it explicitly by teaching
concepts which are accurate only within the
very narrow confines of single disciplines
but take no account of the world outside of
them. And we do this in both developed
and developing countries.

A recent story in the New York Times re-
ported on 2000 Indian students who are

- studying advanced technical skills at an in-

stitute of technology. This ‘MIT of India’ sits
on a 1000-acre richly landscaped campus
with three swimming pools. The Institute

.. also sits on a desert in a country where

water is a critical agricultural and social
limit. How acutely do the students at this
institute perceive India's water problem?

Gandhi once said that all meetings of per-

sons gathered to solve India's problems
should be held sitting on the ground in vil-
lages, not sitting on soft chairs in air-
conditioned city rooms. But then, of course,

it is only recently in the United States that -

one is not thought a fanatic if one questions
the appropriateness of serving large slabs
of roast beef at world hunger banquets.

It is difficult to act as if there were a crisis
when. everyone else seems to be staying
calm. It is also difficult to teach as if there
were a crisis. The reasons why we keep
‘teaching’ trees while the forests die around
us is a topic too vast to seriously approach.
What |- should like to do in closing is to
suggest some of the reasons why change
has been and will continue to be difficult.

To begin with, there is the problem of
specialisation. Useful nutrition education in
the final decades of the twentieth century
may need to include information regarding

not only how food grows and where, but
how it is processad and why, with what ef-
fect on its price and nutritional quality, with
what cost in energy and other resources.
Nutrition education may have to concern it-
self not only. with what people eat, how they
eat it, and how what they eat affects them,
but indead with whether they have anything
to eat at all—and if not, why not. Most nutri-
tion educators will instantly recognise that
they do not know enough to teach all this.
But they may have no choice; if they don't
teach it no one else will. Nevertheless, to
teach so broadly is to risk being called a

‘generalist which is to risk academic disdain.

Moreover, teaching the whole truth,
teaching people about who eats and who
does not, and why, and about what ought
not to be eaten as well as what ought to,
will make nutrition a politically charged sub-
ject, a subject that, mora than mathemaiics
or reading of even history or social studiss,
will collide early on with poweiful economic
interests. So the second reason why
change will be difficult has to do with
power. So long as nutrition can be defined
as the study of nutrients and how the body
uses them, nutiition will remain-a harmiess
field. The study of food as a chemical sys-
tem is considerably less threatening to the
status quo than the study of a food as a
piece of an economic system. To teach the

right things—simply to ask the right -

questions—is likely to prove unssttiing to

industry. However, not to do so is to con-’

tinue to settle for ineffectualness.

. Finally, most of us weu!d rather plan than
change. Most of us wouid rather not do
what we are not trainsa to do. Unfortu-
nately, no one is properiy traines to avert
an apocalypse. Thoss of us who wish to
avert it will simpiy have to use whatever
skills we have to try to do so.
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