Has Pollan Bitten Off More Than He Can Chew?

After reading, “An Eater’s Manifesto,” by Michael Pollan, I was mesmerized by his writing skills and was motivated by his call to action to eat and live a healthy lifestyle. But, shortly after reading, “More Than One Man Can Chew,” by James E. McWilliams, my opinion quickly changed. McWilliams was so bold as to challenge the ideas of someone so distinguished as Michael Pollan, and he did it with style. Not only are his arguments valid, but also his casual and humorous tone keeps the reader entertained.

McWilliams explains that his motivation for his essay is to show “ while [In Defense of Food] is a passionate book with a lot of potential, an altogether different kind of defense is needed to help us think more clearly and realistically about contemporary food, personal health, and environmental sustainability” (2). He concludes that, “Pollan, with his overblown claims, has finally bitten off more than he can chew” (4). McWilliams states that Pollan has beaten the argument to death and no longer has a dilemma but rather a burden on his hands
. Pollan is left with
 the repetitive argument that processed foods are not healthy and that you should consume more fruits and veggies, and McWilliams is unimpressed with this obvious statement. He states that Pollan’s arguments contain many logical contradictions. While Pollan tries to prove that processed food is the most prominent cause of major health problems, McWilliams finds this idea inadequate because Pollan “ignores altogether the roles that exercise, heredity, race, social class, occupation, access to health care, and geography play in mediating the myriad connections between diet and health” (1-2). He discredits Pollan, stating his claims are not sufficiently supported and often times lack footnotes. All in all, McWilliams claims that although Pollan is a gifted writer, his task of wowing us with such a simple argument is impossible.

McWilliams critiques Michael Pollan’s, “An Eater’s Manifesto,” with humor and bluntness. From the beginning he undermines Pollan, using hyperboles to exaggerate Pollan’s status; “For millions of acolytes [devoted followers], he’s the Dr. Phil of food, counseling the foodie elite on such matters as the virtues of grass-fed beef and local produce” (1). McWilliams’ strength is his clear perception of Pollan’s flaws. He will not condone logical contradictions. Pollan states that “we are becoming a nation of orthorexics: people with an unhealthy obsession with healthy eating,” and then suddenly we are a culture that consumes calories “found in convenience food—snacks, microwaveable entrees, soft drinks, and packaged food of all kinds” (3). So which is it Pollan, are we orthorexics or are we convenience food consumers? Despite Pollan’s vast popularity, McWilliams is not intimidated. Even big time New York Times Magazine writers and UC Berkeley professors can be scrutinized. However his style may cause an adverse effect. McWilliams may appear envious or resentful of Pollan’s success, which may be inferred from the way he parodies Pollan.
McWilliams uses his confident tone along with his colloquial lingo and humor as pathos. In order to weaken Pollan’s argument that doctors, nutritionists, government officials, etcetera have ulterior motives he questions, “am I really supposed to believe that my doctor, not to mention the many nutritionists I know, are out to murder me in the spirit of corporate greed?” (2). McWilliams encourages the reader to rethink the argument—any competent person would assume that a doctor or nutritionist’s main goal is to help not hurt. 
Using risky lingo McWilliams goes on to state “a work confirming a no-brainer (fruit and veggies are really good for you) becomes a muckraking alarm (the “nutritionist-industrial complex” is out to fatten your ass and clog your arteries)” (2). This type of language jumps out at the reader, because in most essays profanity is inappropriate, but in this case it works. This statement is bold yet humorous and McWilliams will both gain the respect and the liking of the reader. 

In order to establish his own credibility McWilliams adds bracketed side remarks into Pollan’s statements. He quotes, “there are the antioxidants and phyto-chemicals…which some researchers [um, nutritionists?] believe will turn out to be the most crucial missing nutrient of all” (3). By adding his two cents McWilliams reveals Pollan’s mistakes. He also establishes his own credibility by discrediting Pollan. He states “ Nor will I dwell on the fact that the book routinely [makes] sweeping claims…[that lack] those pesky little bits of tracking data called footnotes. I’ll leave [this matter] for the readers to ponder” (2). Pointing out that Pollan’s arguments lack proper citations and support leads the reader to question Pollan’s credibility and at the same time build up his own. 

Overall, through this piece, I have come to appreciate critiques far more than I have before. McWilliams’ approach, genuinely pointing out the flaws from the perspective of another talented writer, is very effective. The way he attacks the heart of the argument and Pollan himself made me respect him as a cutthroat and passionate writer. Before McWilliams critique I believed Pollan provided a sound argument, and now I see it stands in need of major improvement.
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