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Fed Up with Bad Diet Advice
I thought, and certainly hoped, that the age of preposterously silly diet advice in the form of “eat anything you want, just cut fat” or “just cut carbs” was gasping its last breath.  But science writer Gary Taubes in his new book, ‘Good Calories, Bad Calories’ seems on a mission to resuscitate this menace.  

And since Taubes is a media person with many other media contacts, his work is getting plenty of exposure, making the threat far from trivial.  I can’t just look the other way.  So I’m here with a silver stake in hand to try and dispatch the monster before it does you any harm.

‘Good Calories, Bad Calories’ takes nearly 500 pages to defend the two main points in Taubes’ iconoclastic perspective on diet:  carbohydrate is the root of all dietary evil, and calories don’t really count.  The first is wrong, and the second is nothing short of ridiculous.  

The motivation for Taubes’ assault on not just carbohydrate, but nutrition science, appears to be the conviction that scientists too readily fall in love with a hypothesis and fail to see past it.  But I have never seen a more dramatic demonstration of this fallibility than Taubes’ own book!


For example, the impressive Diabetes Prevention Program, a $174 million NIH clinical trial which demonstrated that a sensible, balanced diet in combination with moderate physical activity can reduce diabetes rates by nearly 60% in  high-risk adults is mentioned just once over the span of a page and a half, and simply for purposes of highlighting its deficiencies.  Taubes dismisses the trial by noting we can’t tell whether it worked because it reduced fat (it did), calories (it did), or carbohydrate (it shifted calories to wholesome foods, and thus provided less refined starch and added sugar).  Taubes can’t get beyond his beauty pageant perspective of competing nutrient categories to consider that what worked was a healthful diet.  


It is years since mainstream nutrition experts have said “just cut fat.”  By responding as we should to nutrition science as it evolves, our party line has evolved to distinguish among harmful and healthful fats.  I’m sure you have heard that olive oil and fish oil are good for you, but Taubes writes as if he has not.  My own views have shifted over the years from thinking that less fat is good, to thinking that quantity of fat matters, but quality of fat chosen matters even more.


Certain kinds of dietary fat- notably most saturated fats, and trans fat- are quite convincingly linked to adverse health outcomes, from obesity to cardiovascular disease.  Taubes simply ignores the evidence that demonstrates this.  Or distorts it.  He tells us, for example, that our hunter-gatherer ancestors ate meat, and so we should, too.  But they ate the flesh of wild animals, which in turn grazed on wild grasses.  They did not eat fattened, grain-fed beef.

The flesh of antelope and deer is very lean, with roughly 5% of the calories from fat.  That fat is most polyunsaturated, and some of it is even the omega-3 fatty acids now found almost exclusively in fish.  In contrast, the flesh of beef cattle provides roughly 35% of its calories from fat, and that fat is mostly saturated.  Not all meat is created equal.


Taubes provides a historical overview of dietary patterns, and health patterns in the U.S.  Using this method, he would have us believe that since efforts to cut fat did not appreciably improve the public health, we were wrong to think our dietary fat intake an adverse exposure in the first place.  

But consider this: if efforts to depose the tyranny of Saddam Hussein in Iraq have not exactly resulted in Shangri La, does that exonerate tyranny- or indicate it matters what you replace it with?


In the U.S., we replaced diets that were, and largely still are, excessive in potentially harmful fats with diets excessive in refined starches and added sugars.  Like the replacement of despotism by anarchy, the deficiencies in one of these misguided patterns does nothing to exonerate the other!  Taubes fails to consider that there is more than one way to eat badly.
The historical transition from “low fat” to “low carb” diets took us from the diet frying pan into the fire, much as our war in Iraq has supplanted one pernicious mess with another.  We never really cut fat in the first place- data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Surveys run by the CDC suggest we merely diluted down our fat calories by adding low-fat foods to our diets!   We did not cut fat by eating more fruits and vegetables, but by eating Snackwell cookies.  

When that got us into trouble, we cut carbohydrate not by reducing refined starch and added sugar in our food supply, but by generating new processed foods of dubious nutritional quality but allegedly low in “net” carbs.  Low-carb brownies with a first ingredient of trans fat were among the offerings!
Taubes is at his silliest in denying that calories are in any way related to weight gain.  That is exactly like saying that weight has nothing to do with gravity.  Gravity is a measure of force that makes weight possible.  No gravity, no weight.   Calories are not a nutrient, but a measure of the energy stored in food; they are the force that makes weight gain possible.
Body fat is energy stored in the body.  To make matter, such as fat, requires energy.  Calories are simply a way of measuring how much of that energy a given food provides.  Of course, other factors, such as hormones and genes, influence how efficiently calories are turned into mass, be it muscle or fat.  

But matter cannot be produced without energy input.  Suggesting that weight gain is not about calories is not an argument with mainstream nutritionists.  It is an argument with Sir Isaac Newton, and the fundamental laws of physics.  Whatever writing awards Taubes may have won, I’ll stick with Newton, thank you very much.

In my view, ‘Good Calories, Bad Calories’ is a treatise against a “dietary fat is bad” position that no longer prevails, and a treatise for a “dietary carbohydrate is bad” position that would be a very sorry replacement if it did.  Here is what you need to know to make good dietary choices that won’t change with each new book that comes out:
There are only three major nutrient classes: carbohydrate, protein, and fat.  Foods from lollipops to lentils are high in carbohydrate.  Foods from salami to soy are high in protein.  And foods from pepperoni to peanut butter are high in fat.  

And so it just stands to reason that eating well is not, never was, and never will be about deciding which nutrient class to abandon.  Eating well is, always was, and always will be about choosing the wholesome foods made up of all three nutrient classes.  I very much like the advice of another science writer, Michael Pollan, who recently recommended in his own New York Times Magazine cover story: “eat food, mostly plants, not too much.”
Let me close by noting I don’t know Gary Taubes.  He may be a very nice guy.  I just know that when it comes to diet advice, he’s full of it.  And I’m fed up with dietary nonsense.
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