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The Future of the Food Infrastructure

At the end of the 20th century, Americans started to realize they had an overwhelming problem with obesity.  They came up with many solutions to solve this problem, but none of them were permanent fixes.  Crash diets, laxatives, diet pills, low-fat foods, personal chefs, workout videos, artificially flavored foods, etcetera were tried over and over again with no avail.  As the years went by, the people realized how important it was to find solutions to their food addiction.  The overweight Americans often suffered from chronic and fatal diseases, such as diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, gall bladder conditions, osteoarthritis and various forms of cancer, including colon, lymphatic, and breast cancer.  In 2000, approximately 300,000 deaths per year were attributed to obesity related diseases.  These diseases and deaths ended up costing the American health care system 40 to 100 billion dollars annually.  If the people didn’t know they had weight issues, the American government definitely knew its citizens did. The government supported any programs that benefited American weight loss and even enacted a few of its own programs unbeknownst to the public.  In 2000, cooking shows on television helped America leave the restaurant and return to their kitchens to create healthy, wholesome meals.  However, the following generations did not have the same motivation to be their own chefs, and returned to the restaurant.  Around 2010, the government ordered restaurants and grocery stores not to provide actual meat products, but rather, meat-free foods that had an authentic meat texture.  These meat-free products provided a great deal of nutrients without all of the fat.  However, when the public finally found out about the government’s secret orders, they demanded the right to know what they were eating.  Even though the public was upset, more and more people understood that the country had an obesity problem and needed help.  Due to great governmental persuasion, nearer to 2020, people turned to pills as the only means to meet their food needs.  Since the need to enjoy food remained, the new trend was to smell foods rather than eat them.  Millions of scents and aromas were developed in order to allow America the same enjoyment that comes with food except the fat.  So far, this solution has remained until 2030, but some still wonder if actual food will make a comeback.  If food makes a comeback, will Americans be responsible to use it properly or will they turn it into an addiction again?

Solution #1:  Being your own chef


The basic need was to improve the health of American citizens through weight loss.  Most of the American population suffered from obesity and this was usually caused by a lack of exercise and overeating unhealthy foods.  For instance, fast foods and prepackaged snacks had a lot to do with the increased weight gain.  The United States government and its citizens desperately needed to find a solution to their – literally – growing weight issues.


The technologies needed for this solution were mass distribution of cable programming, Internet Web sites, printing presses and kitchen appliances.  With the onset of mass distribution of cable programming, it was possible for channels to be specifically dedicated to one theme, such as golf, sports, food, homes, gardens, music and so on.  There were cooking shows sporadically presented across public access channels, but in the mid-1990s, the Food Network finally emerged.  The Food Network presented a wide variety of cooking shows, highlighting many types of food from different cultures around the world.  By 2003, the Food Network appeared in 78 million households and to 4 million Web site users via the Internet.  In 2001, Columnist James Poniewozik related the Food Network to MTV, saying: “For some of us beyond the tweed demographic, who lost our symbiotic connection with the music scene around the time Kurt Cobain lost his life, the Food Network in the mid-90’s became our MTV.  And its equivalent of the single was the recipe…seeing a cassoulet executed by a master was like hearing a perfect, three-minute pop song…”  Therefore, the Food Network reached the popularity status of MTV.

As viewers learned how to cook with television shows, they became more wrapped up in creating their own dishes rather than relying on someone else to do so.  However, in order to create these recipes, they needed a way to get a hold of all the recipes they saw on the cooking shows.  A Web site was just the solution to hold and distribute all of that information with ease.  Viewers could watch the cooking programs and relax rather than having to frantically write down the ingredients and steps to every recipe.  Instead, they could go to the cooking show Web sites at their leisure, print the recipes and e-mail questions to the chefs.  Furthermore, once people understood more of the techniques of cooking and were comfortable with a cook’s vocabulary, they bought more cooking magazines and cookbooks.  People also expressed a great interest in more food sections in their local newspapers.  However, ordinary people, rather than chefs, contributed their new low-fat recipes that they developed to the food sections of newspapers.  Printers were overwhelmed with food literature for magazines, books and newspapers.  Through the mass distribution of media on food-related topics the American public was able to become their own chefs.  

With the growing interest in cooking shows, people started to prepare their meals in a healthier manner in their own kitchens.  They ate meals that they wanted and customized them to their liking.  Less and less people had to depend on standardized food created by fast food and chain restaurants.  The infrastructure of food was less standard because people could customize their food by becoming an expert. While the dishes might not have turned out as good as the chef’s dishes on the cooking show, they still were able to take more control in the food infrastructure.  Furthermore, American citizens were getting away from the restaurants’ standardized super-sized meals.  Most restaurants served enormous portions of food, including a soup or salad beforehand.  When people cooked for themselves, they were able to portion out correct amounts of food for themselves and their families and would not be tempted to scrape an over-flowing plate clean.  They were no longer passive customers eating in standardized food chains because they had to the tools and the knowledge to be a chef.

In fact, people were quite excited to be able to cook their own meals.   They wrote into the Food Network and other cooking shows on other channels to compliment the chef’s recipes.  Karin Untig wrote: “Thank you so much for your no-nonsense, anyone-can-make-it, it’s-delicious-and-your-family-will-love-it recipes.  Instead of 1000 ingredients, weird flavors and spices, and haughty gourmet recipes, you offer us a down-to-earth set of recipes we can actually use and enjoy.  It is a pleasure to be able to offer them good, wholesome foods that did not take two hours of preparation time. We, who are about to eat, salute you!”  Another viewer, Wanda Graham, said, “The recipes are the best – very easy and economical to prepare.”  These compliments prove that the cooking shows were making an effort to give people the means to become successful chefs.  They were not trying to hide their recipes or make them too extravagant to cook; instead, they wanted everyone to follow in their footsteps.  According to Chef Paul Mach on the cooking show entitled, “You’re the Chef,” “Our show really appeals to the average Joe who wants to know more about cooking.  We focus on practical recipes made with readily available ingredients.”   Thus, there was a perfect intersection between chefs ready to reveal their secrets and ordinary citizens ready to learn.

While there were many good implications from ordinary people becoming their own chefs, there were also a few setbacks.  Obviously, Americans started finding more time to cook for themselves because they enjoyed cooking and actually understood it.  Therefore, they were eating healthier, smaller-sized portions of food.  Parents taught their children how to eat properly, rather than letting the restaurants teach them all the wrong ways to eat.  Not to mention, people gained a greater self-esteem as the pounds shed.  The overall mood of the country improved since their diets and waistlines improved.  While the American waistline was decreasing, so were the restaurant’s profit levels.  Many restaurant chains filed for bankruptcy during this time and even had to close many of its restaurants.  Most restaurants were forced to change their menus and offer more healthy alternatives, in order to avoid closing their doors.  Some people would still go to the restaurants, but not as often, and that definitely affected the restaurants.  However, the grocery stores’ profits increased dramatically as more people we’re shopped for fresh produce.  There were more street markets selling fresh fruits and vegetables at the central gathering points of many towns.  Other businesses inhabited the restaurants that closed, using them as storage places or even extra grocery stores for the increasing demand of food.  While some businesses lost money, others gained.  Regardless, the American government was relieved to see their citizens shed more pounds, thus decreasing diseases, deaths and health care costs. 

Unfortunately, the generations that followed did not appreciate home cooking as much as previous generations.  They grew up with the healthy foods, but were used to having their parents create the food and bring it to them.  Instead, the next generations watched the cooking shows, enjoyed the chef’s personalities and failed to follow through and actually try to recreate the recipes they saw on the cooking shows.  While Poniewozik raved about the recipe being the new music single, he also realized that, “there is a point when, if a cable channel becomes successful enough, it ceases to be about what it is about.”  Thus, after a while, the Food Network was forced to be more creative than simply showing people how to cook, rather, it had to spice up old concepts of cooking shows with personable, comical chefs.  The personalities of these chefs distracted viewers from the actually point of the Food Network, which is to teach people how to cook, and turned it into a talk show that didn’t necessarily uphold cooking as much as it once did.  The changed format of Food Network and other cooking shows was a direct result in the change in American citizens wants.  

As generations passed, Americans no longer wanted to learn to cook for themselves and preferred to be entertained by chefs.  Similarly, Poniewozik states, “You can’t blame the Food Network for going to this route.  In the past two years, its availability has almost doubled, … had it stayed narrowly authentic, it might have been doomed.  We longtime viewers may grumble like purist fans of a cult band that has sold out.  But apparently it’s better to broil out with celebrity chefs than fade away.”  Furthermore, Reporter Amy O’Connor wrote: “Producers also are learning that most viewers never will prepare the dishes demonstrated; instead, they tune in to be entertained.”  Mary Land, the vice-president of a production company that produced more than 1,000 cooking shows, said, “Successful cooking shows are personality driven.  People like to have that person in their home even if they don’t cook themselves.”  While the Food Network continued to prosper, it doesn’t matter to the government or its citizens unless the same affects of home cooked meals and weight loss are achieved.  Thus, people turned back to the restaurant and standardized food, pushing the government to go out searching for another solution to the country’s haunting weight problem.   The government knew that its citizens had to lose weight whether they liked it or not and whether they knew it was happening or not.


Solution #2: Meat-free foods enforced 


The government did not want to lose the success it had seen during the “Be your own chef” era.  It had been saving money for quite some time on health care, the death rate was decreasing, and more people were living longer as well.  They did not want these success rates slip and knew they had to take action fast in order to prevent another weight gain.  The restaurant business was picking up again since people had lost interest in cooking for themselves.  They only appreciated a home cooked meal if they come home to visit their parents who still understood and appreciated cooking.  

With all of these factors present, the government decided to take control of the situation by strictly regulating the foods that restaurants and grocery stores made available.  They regulated how food was prepared in order to limit the grease and fat.  Fried foods were banned and could only be gotten on the black market.  All foods that were originally fried could be baked, according to governmental law.  The people knew that the government made a few changes, but they were not aware of all the changes.  They were oblivious to the fact that they were no longer eating real meat anymore.   

Before the turn of the twenty-first century, technology allowed for the development of meat-free products that had the same texture of meats, but also eliminated a great portion of the fat and increased the nutrients.  Around 2010, the government secretly replaced meat products with the meat-free products in all food venues.  The meat-free products were actually made with mycoprotein, a protein that comes from the fungi family.  They were an excellent source of high quality and easily digested protein without all the fat, saturated fat, cholesterol and calories.  The meat-free products were also less energy dense than equivalent meat products. Energy density is a measure of the energy content (calories) per weight of food.  Studies had proved to the American government that suggested that diets of low energy density might be helpful in loosing and/or controlling weight.  Furthermore, the meat-free product contained 20 amino acids that are essential to the body.  The most commonly used meat-free product originated from a company called Quorn, but nobody knew about the company until the media finally revealed its name a few years later.  Meat-free products seemed to be the perfect solution to the government’s food problems.  Since people wanted to revisit fattening fast foods, they would let them think they were getting their way.  The secret was kept for quite some time because people didn’t even notice there was a difference in their meat.  

Obviously, there were some other implications to the government secretly enforcing meat-free products in restaurants and grocery stores.  American citizens were still producing real meat, but the government made sure to post government people in positions to buy the meat and ship it out to other countries around the world.  They government actually made a great profit off of all the meat shipped out to foreign countries.  Combined with the decrease in health care cost, the government was able to decrease the debt as well as taxes on the people.  Everyone seemed happy about the thriving economy and their consistent weight loss.  They didn’t quite understand why there wasn’t another obesity epidemic as there was in previous years with high consumption of restaurant food, but they figured the governmental regulations on food preparation and fried foods was helping.  

Unfortunately, this perfect, underground situation could not last forever.  The media finally found out about the government’s secret efforts to replace meat with meat-free products.  Many Americans were outraged and held protests against the government where they would slaughter cows, chickens and pigs in front of huge crowds, cook the meat and feed the crowds with the real meat.  They were appalled that the government would make their choices for them.  While some Americans were upset, others realized that they did not want to turn back to their obese days and didn’t even mind the meat-free products all that much.  Restaurants were divided by whether they served meat or meat-free products.  Thus, the people divided themselves into the two opposing restaurants, those who preferred the right to eat real meat and those who preferred eating healthy and maintaining their waistlines.  

Now, the government was faced with more problems, including a divided population between meat lovers and meat-free lovers as well as the reemergence of a weigh problem. Additionally, they faced raging citizens who felt betrayed by their government.  The government didn’t want the citizens to be divided on the meat issue, but more importantly, they didn’t want obesity to become a problem.  They had to find a resolution and implement it in such a way that the citizens thought they were making the choice to accept and practice healthy ways of eating.

Solution #3: The capsule system and substitute scents


With all of the problems that stemmed from food, the American government decided the only way to eliminate their food problem was to eliminate food itself.  That’s exactly what they did.  However, they also had some extenuating circumstances as well.  The government had to regain public support by being completely honest about all of their actions and they also had to heal the divide between meat supporters and meat-free supporters.  In order to eliminate food, the government turned to the capsules system.  

The capsule system used pills rather than food in order to give a person their nutrients and energy for the day.  A capsule would be taken six times a day and it was equivalent to about a handful of food, which contained the proper amount of nutrients.  There were different capsule systems given to people depending on their body type.  Those that needed to lose weight were given capsules that contained fewer calories and those who were at the correct weight were given enough calories to maintain their proper weight.  Doctors administered the pills in order to make sure every citizen had a means of nutrition and was at or would be at the proper weight level.  The government even allowed caffeine pills to remain on the market since coffee and all other caffeinated drinks were banned along with food as well.  People only drank water and carried their pills with them wherever they went in specifically labeled containers.  

The capsule system was essentially free to all American citizens as it was a part of the funded health care system.  The government was able to afford these costs because many of the previous diseases that strained the health care budget were decreasing rapidly.  By administering the capsule system, the government was able to successfully distribute capsules nationwide.  The technology was clearly available for the capsule system, but the human need for the capsule system needed to be induced.  The government was responsible for the American induction into the capsule system.

The change from real food to capsules did not happen in one day, especially since the citizens were not immediately impressed with the capsule system.  Therefore, government officials had to find a way to supplement the American need for real food with an alternative, calorie free method.   They resolved to implement a scent counterpart to the capsule system, wherein, Americans could smell the foods they wanted to eat, giving the brain the sensation that the body was eating the real version of the food.  In addition, the government also developed a mass propaganda campaign in order to brainwash the American public.  The government spent more money on this campaign than individual candidates spent on their campaigns for presidency.  They encouraged all actors and actresses to partake in the propaganda by posing in ads, taking the pills on television shows and movies, and talking about the great benefits of the capsule system on talk shows.  

The scent substitute was actually a workable solution because the smell of food has always been a great compliment to food.  Before the government did away with real food, many chefs in prominent restaurants were using scents and aromas in order to improve the taste of their dishes.  Reporter Bret Thorn wrote about Chef Paul Liebrandt and his technique: “Before plating his pigeon, Liebrandt carries it out to his guests in the skillet it was roasted in with the bird resting on a bed of baked cinnamon sticks.  Ostensibly, he’s showing them the pigeon, but really he’s giving them a solid whiff of the spice on which it was roasted.”  The bird is then taken back and prepared on a bed of cucumbers, lentils and curry powder, “but none of this really matters; it’s the cinnamon’s aroma that gets the customers hooked” (Thorn).  In Evanstan, Illinois, Chef Grant Achatz served his butter-poached lobster in a narrow bowl that was placed in a larger, heated bowl at the table. Freshly cut rosemary sprigs were arranged in the outer bowl and hot water was poured on top so that the guest would smell the rosemary-scented vapor while he or she was eating the lobster (Thorn).  Achatz has also used other aromatic sensations like smoked paprika sprinkled over hot rocks, which are placed in a bowl at the table.  The heated spices surround the guests with beautiful aromas, enhancing their food experience.  

According to Thorn, “Human taste buds are feeble compared with the prowess of our olfactory sensors.  We can perceive a mere five taste sensations – sweet, sour, salty, bitter and umami, that hard-to-define meaty flavor.”  However, Avery Gilbert, president of the Sense of Smell Institute in New York, says, “We can distinguish about 350 smells.”  There’s a big difference between five tastes and 350 smells.  Thus, people did more smelling than tasting when they actually ate foods.  Likewise, Thorn reports: “When we chew food, the volatile components go to the back of our mouth, up through the nasal pharynx and into the olfactory chamber at the top of the nasal passage.  That’s where most of the enjoyment of food happens.”  Since people enjoy foods mainly through their scents, scientists and other officials believed it was possible to extract that actual presence of food and leave only the calorie-free scent.  

Before the government turned to food capsules, people were actually using scent buttons to curb their appetites and aid in the weight loss process.   Neurologist Alan Hirsch, M.D. developed an appetite control button, which gave off the aroma of certain scents in order to trick the body into feeling as though it had just eaten.  Thus, when a person inhaled from the appetite control button, “millions of scent molecules enter the nose through the olfactory receptors, traveling via the limbic system all the way to the hypothalamus, or the control center of the brain.  Among other functions, the hypothalamus is the portion of the brain that relays a feeling of satiety or fullness to the stomach” (Hirsch).  Hirsch developed a theory that specific aromas could deprogram overweight people whose normal response to the smell of rich, unhealthy foods like chocolate doughnuts and pizza was to become hungry and overeat.   Consequently, Hirsch wondered if different food odors would suppress the appetite rather than stimulate it, believing that neutral, sweet smells like, bananas, green apples, and peppermint would suppress the appetite successfully.  To test this theory, he asked 3,193 overweight people (aged 18-64) to participate in his study.  Half of the people inhaled a variety of neutral, sweet smells three times in each nostril before and after they ate and whenever they felt hungry and the other half inhaled a neutral, un-detectable scent.  After six months, he found that, on average, the participants who smelled the neutral, sweet scents lost about five pounds a month.  Overall, the participants smelling sweet smells lost an average of 19 pounds overall while the placebo group lost only an average of four pounds.  The neutral sweets smells gave people a satisfied feeling of fullness, tricking the brain into thinking it had just eaten. Therefore, not only do food scents and aromas allow people to still enjoy the sensation of eating, but they also suppressed any lingering appetites. 

Instead of going out to eat, people were now going out to “smelleries,” or aroma restaurants, to experience the smell and aromas of foods they wanted to enjoy that day.  They could smell chocolates, raspberries, chicken Kiev, buttered corn, grilled hamburgers and so on.  Those still on diets would often opt to smell the sweet neutral smells that Hirsch had suggested.  Scientists were working around the clock to make sure every demanded smell was supplied.  The “smelleries” attracted people because they maintained the atmosphere of a restaurant and served as a gathering point for friends and families.  In addition, the “smelleries” presented the aromas with vapor machines that most people could not afford in their own homes.  Instead of going to grocery stores, people would go to stores to buy smaller version of the vapor machines found in restaurants, called scented buttons.  The scented buttons were similar to the appetite control button, but they included a wider variety of smells that didn’t exclude the rich, unhealthy foods.  Many people did not have a serious problem with hunger because the food capsules provided all of the nutrients the body needed.  Furthermore, real food was not easy to find around America so it was not even around to truly tempt people as it once had before.  However, the scents allowed people to still enjoy the experience of food without all of the consequences.  Likewise, Chef Jose Andres pointed out, “Aroma doesn’t fill you up.  It doesn’t make you feel guilty, but it still gives you pleasure.”

The government also found that scents were beneficial to people’s mood and disposition.  Researchers found that vanilla evoked a warm sense of home and hearth.  In fact, Reporter Beatrice Trum Hunter revealed, “whiffs of sweet vanilla were found to calm patients undergoing stressful medical procedures at the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center in New York City.”  Some findings proved that aromas like basil, cinnamon and citrus flavors aid in relaxation, while peppermint, thyme, and rosemary helped to energize (Hunter).  Moreover, peppermint was reported to increase production and reduce occupational accidents.  Furthermore, ginger, cardamom, licorice, and chocolate were found to arouse a sense of romance.  Studies at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute showed that when pleasant fragrances were sent into a room filled with students taking a series of complex tests, the test-takers experienced significantly less stress (Hunter).  However, researchers had to take into account that some individuals whom are highly sensitive and reactive to fragrances might react adversely to scents.  Regardless, government officials were pleased with their choice to eliminate food and replace it with the capsule system and scent substitutes because Americans continued to lose or maintain their weight, obesity decreased its drain on health care funds and some even experienced increased relaxation due to the calming scents.

Unfortunately, changing the American attitude to the capsule system was harder than doing the research for it.  As a solution, government officials started a massive propaganda campaign.  The propaganda mirrored that which was used during World War II, when famous women would cut their hair in order to convince women to cut their hair as well.  It was important that women give up their long hair and valued femininity because many were working in the factories and needed short hair for their own safety.  The stars let them cut their hair without feeling as though they were different or had lost their feminine attraction.  Likewise, government officials convinced Hollywood stars to endorse the capsule system.  One by one the stars complied, understanding that the capsule system would benefit the health of the public.  They printed posters by the millions with pictures of stars swallowing the capsules.  Many stars appeared at the grand openings for “smelleries” all over the country, causing ordinary citizens to flock to the “smelleries.”  Stars went to visit children in all the grade schools in order to tell them about the benefits of the capsule system.  The government did not withdraw food altogether at first, but soon enough people choose not to eat real food and switched to the capsule system.  As time passed, there was little demand for real food and the government felt they had succeeded in doing its job to improve the health of the American public.

While there seemed to be a great deal of benefits to the capsule system combined with scent substitutes, there was also a great deal of change to take into account.  Not only did the government have to convince the American people to change, but they also had to prepare for the other affects that come from the elimination of food.  If the people weren’t eating any food anymore, what would happen to the farmers, food packagers, grocery stores, restaurants and other food venues?   Some of the food was still necessary to grow in order to gain the nutrients to make the capsules, but most of the companies that package, sell and cook food were no longer needed.  The government made sure the farmers had an alternative means for income and usually ended up giving them jobs in their agriculture research departments.  While America lost many companies, many of those business people will simply switched their professions from selling foods to selling capsules, opening “smelleries” or other forms of businesses that spun off of the capsule system.  Furthermore, the increasing American population tended to easily make use of the lands previously used by many farmers.  The death rate for the American population was gradually decreasing ever since the government made efforts to end the obesity problem and many people were even living longer.  Therefore, the added population had to go somewhere and it usually appreciated the extra land that was leftover due to the turnover to the capsule system.

In the end, it seemed as though the capsule system solved many problems, starting with the primary problem of obesity and trickling down to healing the feelings of betrayal by the United States government as well as mending divides between citizens who supported real meat and citizens who promoted the meat-free products.  Americans were brought together under the government’s schemed propaganda campaign, which merely brainwashed the people into understanding the importance removing food altogether and replacing it with an extremely efficient, healthy capsule system.  Under the government-legislated capsule system, everything was extremely standardized.  Everyone had the opportunity to receive the food capsules through the government, but they were all eating the same kind of things.  The substitute scents added a little customization and diversity to their situation, allowing people to choose from a wide variety of scents to smell.  The government, however, did not include the scent substitutes in health care costs so people had to pay for those with their own money.  Even though the scents were not all that expensive, they divided Americans in some ways because some citizens simply could not afford the scents while others could.  Thus, some features of customization remained with the capsule system while other features turned the food infrastructure into an extreme form of standardization. 

The question we are all wondering now, in 2030, is whether this extreme standardization of the food infrastructure will last or not.  Will people always gain their nutrients and energy from pills?   Will the “smelleries” be enough to satisfy the need to enjoy food?   Food used to have a great cultural emphasis on cultures and families.  When the people decided to give up food – and the culture within the food – they seemed to be giving up a great part of their identities as well.  What’s an Italian without his or her pasta?  What does the Irish do without their symbolic potatoes, which are not only a stable of their diet, but also recount a history of struggle through harsh times?  What’s the Mexican without their hot spices, quesadillas and tacos?  Did these people feel as though a part of them was taken away when the nation eliminated food or did the stars and the mass government propaganda sway them?   It is difficult to believe that the diverse American population traded in their culture for the approval of the Hollywood stars, but somehow it happened.  It seems as though these ideas of food capsules and aroma restaurants will perpetuate since the children are educated only about the benefits of the capsule system.  As far as they know, food never existed before and the capsule system has always been around.  A strong-grounded tradition of the capsule system will make the system difficult to overthrow.  This reporter may be skeptical about the capsule system, but she sees the positive affects and the overwhelmingly convinced, unquestioning citizens and does not foresee a future that includes the existence of real food.
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