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FOREWORD

As I was setting out to write this book, I found myself thinking, how on earth do I share this information, which I have gathered over several years, in a way that will not be so depressing and overwhelming that it paralyzes readers and achieves exactly the opposite of what I intend? Admittedly, the thought also crossed my mind several times that readers may hate me after reading this book. I am volunteering myself as the messenger of bad news, and we all know what happens to the messenger.

I still remember exactly the feeling I had upon first discovering the corruption of our food system, and I remember the frustration and distress of not knowing how to approach it, how to navigate the overwhelming amount and extent of information and – quite critically – what to eat! I was miserable. The more I learned, the more stressful things became. I had delved in alone with no one to guide me or offer practical support. I did not know how to make solid or beneficial changes and began bouncing between health food fads – going gluten free, juicing, trying raw food. I was all over the place, and every time I tried something new, I found myself having to learn an entire new way of selecting and preparing food. I would not recommend my trial-and-error approach to anyone, yet I expect there are numerous people in my shoes, who either want to improve their eating habits or at least think they should, and that is what lead me to study nutrition and start Healthy Muslimah. Although exploring and scaling this mountain has certainly not been an easy route, I sincerely believe that the information I have gathered is too important not to share and that many of us are eating food that is robbing us of health and energy without our realizing it. From the start of my health journey, which coincided almost exactly with my conversion to Islam, I have felt that passing this information on is an amaanah, and I am grateful for the opportunity to fulfil that trust by sharing this book with you.

My aim is not to deliver bad news. Discovering the truth about our food is uncomfortable, it is stressful, and it is depressing, but knowing what is going on is not the end goal. It is merely a stepping stone. Knowing, understanding and asking questions are the tools that ultimately enable us to make better choices.

My aim is also not to tell you what you should do or to sit in judgement of your choices. My own choices regarding food have ranged in the past from ordinary to dismal; it was my digestion of loads of information that motivated me to alter my choices. I suspect that such information may resonate with many people and may perhaps spark a desire to make solid changes. In sharing stories of our food system – including dramas, mysteries and certainly some horror – and the effect it is having on our health and the planet, I aim to shed light on options and present possibilities, complete with a vision for health and hope for the future.

The goal of this book is to orient you not with a massive problem but with a solution: to SIMPLIFY healthy eating by getting back to basics. The key to health is not in following fad diets or food gurus but in getting back to eating whole natural food the way Allah made it and the way the Prophet ﷺ ate it. This key opens the door to connecting our food choices to our desire to please our Creator and to taking care of the body with which He has blessed us. Such efforts elevate our choices regarding food to acts of worship.

This is a book about showing you that it’s possible. Real health, energy and vitality are within your reach through nourishing your body. It is about presenting a way through the clutter and overwhelm of information and showing you that you have everything to gain by making positive changes, one small step at a time. Simplifying healthy eating and healthy living is at the heart of everything I believe in and everything I do. It is the foundation of Healthy Muslimah, the food philosophy behind this book, and it is why I create programs that are simple and easy to follow. I want to give you what I wish I had when I started out my health journey, which I believe would have made everything so much easier:

Breathe. Relax. The key to health is eating natural whole food the way Allah made it in small portions. Take it step by step, be easy with yourself (and others) and start with ‘bismillah’.

Change does not happen overnight. It takes time and may always remain a work in progress. I would love to say that I eat perfectly healthy organic food 100% of the time, but I live in the same food environment as you, and the challenges are real. While this book aims to give you a path to greater health, I also aim to acknowledge our inherent imperfection, particularly my imperfection. My life, my diet and my choices are a work in progress just like everyone’s. I pray that you benefit from my experiences and the information I share and want you to know that every goal you set and pursue motivates me further toward mine. Thank you!

O Allah, make me better than what they think of me, and forgive me for what they do not know about me, and do not take me to account for what they say about me. (Du’a of Abu Bakr)3

The more we practice, the better we become. We cannot avoid challenges and obstacles that knock us off track. Still, choosing to nourish our bodies, to eat for the sake of taking care of the body Allah has blessed us with and to choose wholesome food means that we are in a better physical state to manage those ups and downs when they arise. Some might think nutrition consultants exist on a health food pedestal where good choices and changes in habit come easy; that is why sprinkled throughout the book is amazing evidence from ordinary sisters who have made changes themselves and felt the benefits. People just like you. The amazing thing is that just knowing it is possible changes everything.

But don’t take my word for it. Read on and see for yourself.

And as you go, remember to…

Breathe. Relax. The key to health is eating natural whole food the way Allah made it in small portions. Take it step by step, be easy with yourself (and others) and start with ‘bismillah’.
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PART ONE

THE ROOT OF THE PROBLEM

And I will mislead them. (Quran 14:119)

Eat and drink, but be not excessive. Indeed, He likes not those who commit excess. (Quran 7:31)
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Chapter 1

Duped

As she packed her bag, getting ready to leave for the weekend workshop, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. Finally, someone would be able to help. Despite all her hard work, her son was struggling so much with his weight and his health. She had been carefully choosing low fat food and encouraging him to exercise. There were no more sweets or junk foods in the house, but it didn’t seem to be making a difference. No matter what she did, it didn’t seem to work. The upcoming week-long health camp was the blessing she had been hoping for; when it turned up out of nowhere, she had jumped at the opportunity. Finally, someone was going to support her efforts and get to the bottom of whatever was going on. She could already feel the deadweight lifting from her chest, though she couldn’t yet manage a deep breath. Maybe there were underlying issues. Was it genetic? Did he have some sort of illness? She felt a flurry of worry inside her as deep as her womb.

She and her son arrived at the camp along with several other moms and kids who were suffering the same issues. The awkwardness of meeting new people was soon broken by smiles and hellos and a realization that everyone was in the same boat. Nerves, hope and anticipation filled the air as attendees were orientated and told how the weekend camp would run. Once everyone was settled, the first thing on the agenda was for each mom to go through the details of her child’s diet with a nutrition specialist, followed by a weigh in and a series of medical checkups, with the first class and a set of sporting activities to begin at 11 am. The nutrition specialists would meet with moms later that afternoon to discuss their initial findings.

Her follow-up appointment was the first on the list at 4 pm. The day flashed by, with moms and kids being shuffled between sports activities, and at 3:50 pm, she was already outside the consultation room. Hope mixed with trepidation flitted in her stomach, and her mouth felt dry. Finally, she was going to have the answer. She’d know what was going on and what she could do. She prayed for a smooth route to her son’s improved health. The consultant smiled as she called her in, which allowed her to at least unclasp her hands as she sat down, trying not to look as nervous as she felt. The consultant opened up her folder and started talking matter-of-factly, explaining the findings. Listening intently, her face froze for a moment, then it crumpled as the full impact of the words hit her. She broke down, her hands covering her face, and she sobbed. There was nothing at all medically or genetically wrong with her son. The single reason for his overweight and poor health was the food he’d been eating at home.4

DECEIVED BY THE FOOD INDUSTRY

The food industry is big business, and the food we eat has changed dramatically in the last 100 years. Before the commercialization of food, for thousands of years, traditional cultures across the world ate natural whole foods. Even a few hundred years ago, our great grandmas were cooking and eating natural food. This is no longer the case. Our food has been changed, and the way we consume it has changed. In its place, as part of our stress-filled, overwhelmed lives, we are eating a lot of ready-made, commercially-produced food. It is so common, and so unfortunate, that it has come to be known as the SAD diet – the Standard American Diet. We have normalized a new way of eating that is high in refined, processed food as well as fat, sugar, salt and calories while being low in necessary nutrients. It’s not limited to fast food; homemade food is increasingly prepared with half-baked convenience products, and even fresh produce comes covered in additives and pesticides. It’s also not limited to the US; this wave of highly processed, high sugar, low nutrient food has reached so many parts of the world that SMD – Standard Modern Diet – is a more relevant acronym.

This SMD has replaced traditional natural whole foods with cheap food-like products that are largely designed in a lab to look better, taste better and last longer, and this has had a devastating effect on our health. We all have family or friends with cardiovascular disease and diabetes. We hear of new cases of cancer in our community all the time, and they are increasing. Brothers and sisters are struggling with infertility, with IVF clinics popping up like mushrooms in every town. Children are now developing Type 2 Diabetes, a disease formerly known as adult-onset diabetes because it only affected adults. At the root of so many of these illnesses is our food. If we look to nature, animals don’t eat natural food to the point of obesity or sickness. Nobody wants to get sick, and nobody would actively try to make themselves sick through food choice, yet we have seen a steady rise in food-related disease. It’s logical to assume that there is more to our overeating, and our poor food choices, than meets the eye.

To better understand what is going on and how we got here, we first need to step back in time to a period after the Industrial Revolution when a shift in how business was done and how products were promoted changed the world as people knew it. At that moment in history, mass production was in full swing, but producers were concerned: would there come a point when consumers would just stop buying products because they had everything they needed?5

The idea of not having something more to buy, not having an ‘I want’ list, might be a totally foreign concept to most of us. There’s always something we are dreaming of purchasing: a new flavor, a new color, a new style, an upgrade. There’s an endless variety of enticing goodies to add to our ever-growing collection of stuff. Not wanting to buy more is a concept hard to imagine in our modern consumer environment. However, as far-fetched as it may seem to us, there was a point in history, not all that long ago, when ordinary consumers were much more utilitarian in their shopping choices; they bought products for functional and practical use. Also, up to that point, most products were advertised in functional terms, with a simple focus on a product’s virtue such as durability and practical usefulness. Realizing that utilitarian consumers would eventually stop buying more, producers saw that to keep their customers, they would have to change their strategy. To sell more, it would be necessary to make people want more, and to do that, consumers would have to be trained to follow their desires rather than to simply fulfill their needs.6


Needs to Desires

[image: image] We must shift America from a needs to a desires culture… People must be trained to desire, to want new things even before the old had been entirely consumed. We must shape a new mentality in America. Man’s desires must overshadow his needs. (Paul Mazur, Lehman Brothers)7



A NEW TYPE OF CONSUMER IS BORN

The man at the center of the new consumer movement, whose influence has seeped into every corner of our lives is probably someone you’ve never even heard of. Edward Bernays, known as the father of Public Relations, was the nephew of Sigmund Freud. Heavily influenced by his uncle’s work, and having understood that people are “rarely aware of the real reasons which motivate their actions,”8 Bernays began experimenting with novel ways to apply psychological principles. His career took off during World War I, when he had the chance to test propaganda techniques as part of Woodrow Wilson’s presidential campaign. The response was astounding. He wondered if the same methods of persuasion could be used during times of peace. Of course, nobody liked the word ‘propaganda’, so he coined the phrase ‘public relations’, and a whole new brand of influence was born, one that would be applied to both the public and private sector in years to come and that would play a pivotal role in the development of the fields we now know as public relations, marketing, branding and advertising.9


[image: image] If we understand the mechanisms and motives of the group mind, it is now possible to control and regiment the masses according to our will without their knowing it. In almost every act of our daily lives, whether in the sphere of politics or business, in our social conduct or our ethical thinking, we are dominated by the relatively small number of persons who understand the mental processes and social patterns of the masses. It is they who pull the wires which control the public mind. (Edward Bernays, Propaganda)10



At the time, advertising was mostly focused on selling the functional value of products, but Bernays came up with the idea that you could make people want things they didn’t need by linking mass produced goods to their unconscious desires. Bernays simply applied to commerce and industry the propaganda techniques he had used so effectively in politics – with overwhelming results. One of his most astonishing success stories was his campaign to increase cigarette sales to women at a time when female smokers were taboo. Bernays knew that to boost sales to women, he would have to shift public opinion first. To do this, he orchestrated a campaign in which he had rich female socialites hide cigarettes in their clothes and then strategically whip them out and light up during an Easter Sunday parade, ensuring the media caught them on camera. He had alerted the media in advance that these women would be staging a public protest and dubbed the cigarettes ‘Torches of Freedom’, effectively linking cigarettes to the women’s liberation movement and making them a symbol of women’s aspirations for a better life and ‘equality with men’. Overnight, an established social taboo was obliterated, and the social perception of women smoking transformed to become not just desirable but pro-social, making the idea that women shouldn’t smoke anti-social and discriminatory. The campaign went viral, and cigarette sales to women rose and rose. This manifestation of the idea that consent could be engineered and that it was possible to make people behave irrationally if you linked products to their emotions and feelings changed the face of marketing and advertising and opened the flood gates of social engineering for the mere sake of corporate profit.11

Business was to change forever after. “Modern business,” Bernays proclaimed, “must have its finger continuously on the public pulse. It must understand the changes in the public mind and be prepared to interpret itself fairly and eloquently to changing opinion.”12 Yet, he did not expect public opinion to be the driving force of sales. Rather, the needs of industries would drive public opinion, including public opinion about individual needs. Wants would become needs at the hands of modern business.


[image: image] A single factory, potentially capable of supplying a whole continent with its particular product, cannot afford to wait until the public asks for its product; it must maintain constant touch, through advertising and propaganda, with the vast public in order to assure itself the continuous demand which alone will make its costly plant profitable. (Edward Bernays, Propaganda)13



CHANGE THROUGH MASS MEDIA

Just as Bernays used socialites, a clever catch phrase and the media to boost cigarette sales, similar mass campaigns have been run since then to influence the public, change perceptions and encourage action, often on an enormous scale, with the force of a social tsunami, and with incredible results. The technique of using television and soap operas to influence society was discovered accidentally in 1969 through a Peruvian TV soap opera called Simplemente Maria that told a rags-to-riches story of a young migrant, Maria. The soap covered themes such as class conflict, marriage between rich and poor, the liberation of women, with Maria achieving socio-economic success through her skill in using a Singer sewing machine. Incidentally, sales of Singer machines increased sharply everywhere Maria was watched in Latin America.14

Mass media has not only been effective in increasing sales for large companies. Inspired in the 1970s by Simplemente Maria, Mexican TV producer Miguel Sabido designed a soap opera to promote adult literacy. Ven Conmigo (Come with Me) ran only one year, from 1975-1976, but led to around 1 million illiterates enrolling in adult education classes, an increase of 63% over the previous year. This technique has come to be known as the ‘Sabido Effect’ and has been widely implemented in countries across the world.15

The success of these campaigns illustrates just how easily the masses are influenced, and while increased literacy is no doubt a noble goal, these same techniques have often been used for significantly less savory ideals. They can influence what we buy, even where increasing sales was not the producer’s intention, as in the case of Simplemente Maria. Television is a powerful tool that brings ideas into our homes and our – and our children’s – heads, and has by now been joined by radio, podcasts and a plethora of social media. Subtle but irresistible social messages are coming to us from every angle and reach us along with millions of others with the mere click of a button.

PREDICTABLY IRRATIONAL

We all love to think of ourselves as rational beings making rational decisions, but as it turns out, we are not quite as rational as we think we are. In fact, quite bizarrely, we are often ‘predictably irrational’, and sometimes all it takes is a single word to make us comply. In a fascinating study done at Harvard, Ellen Langer set up a scenario to test compliance using various combinations of phrases by an actor trying to cut in line at a photocopier. In the first test scenario, the actor said, “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox machine?” Sixty percent of people allowed him to cut in. In another scenario, the phrase used was, “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox machine because I’m in a rush?” In this case, compliance jumped to 94%, which makes rational sense to us. Most of us would be happy to help out someone in a rush, but it’s scenario number three where things get interesting: “Excuse me, I have 5 pages. May I use the xerox machine, because I have to make copies?” Unbelievably, this entirely non-compelling reason yielded an astounding 93% compliance!16 Langer concluded that the word because triggers a set of automatic responses, and in decisions where the stakes are low, we will likely respond automatically without any thought simply upon hearing that word. If they are higher, we may give the answer some more thought, but if because is used, even with a hardly-compelling reason, there is a good chance we will comply.

According to Robert Cialdini in his must-read book Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, animal species exhibit ‘fixed action patterns’, which are regular, blindly-mechanical patterns of behavior that, when activated, occur in pretty much the same way and the same sequence every time.17 Humans, too, have similar preprogramed behaviors, just as we saw in Ellen Langer’s study. This automatic, stereotypical ‘decision making’ is common in much that we do and is a necessity in a world where we have so much stimulus and so many decisions to make; it provides a shortcut – and we need shortcuts! Without them, we would have to analyze every single little thing we might do before we do it, and it would be impossible to get anything done. Imagine thinking deeply rationally about every single one of the thousands of items at the grocery store before you could make a decision to buy anything. As more and more stimulus is forced on us, we are feeling more and more overwhelmed. The more overwhelmed we feel, the more we rely on shortcuts, even if what they cut short is our rationality. These automatic behavior patterns are very useful, even essential, but they also leave us particularly vulnerable to anyone who knows how to use them – and abuse them – especially if we are unaware that they even exist.18 In the wrong hands, these triggers can be used as weapons of mass influence19 to exploit us into buying things we don’t need and even things we wouldn’t generally want.


[image: image] There is a group of people who know very well where the weapons of automatic influence lie and who employ them regularly and expertly to get what they want. (Robert Cialdini, Influence, The Power of Persuasion)20



Fixed action patterns, and the automatic triggers that set them off, can be harnessed to persuade us to purchase in the most sophisticated and subtle ways. This phenomenon is why most of us have experienced the situation where we have bought something only to later wonder, why on earth did I buy this? Today’s marketers go beyond Bernays’ propaganda techniques, relying on key principles to trigger fixed action behavior and prompt us to buy.

These principles – scarcity, social proof, authority, reciprocity, consistency and commitment – can be used individually or in any number of combinations or variations to target each of us personally.21

[image: image] Scarcity: Having something in short supply or at risk of being lost is a very powerful human motivator. When something is scarce, it becomes valuable. As part of a marketing technique, scarcity is commonly created in the form of limited editions or a sense of urgency with limited spaces or limited time to secure either your seat or special price. We also tend to be happy to pay more for things that we perceive to be rare or limited.

[image: image] Social Proof: If others are doing it, it must be okay, and if others like it, we will probably like it, too. We use social proof as a shortcut, asking friends what they use, and looking at reviews and starred ratings. Unfortunately, social proof can be engineered. Book authors buy enough copies of their own book to make it a ‘#1 seller’ and to label themselves a best-selling author, (Yes, this is happening even in our communities.) or marketing companies pay women to attend coffee mornings and promote products to other moms, or popular bloggers and vloggers are paid to ‘try’ products and paid handsomely in return for posting a pic on Instagram, Snapchat, or Facebook. We are particularly inclined to follow social proof from people with whom we identify.

[image: image] Authority: We have an unsettling reaction to authority, as anyone who is familiar with Stanley Milgram’s study on obedience will know. If you’re not familiar with it, it’s worth spending 20 minutes watching the Milgram study on YouTube to witness a completely irrational level of obedience in the presence of an authority figure. Authority can be established by means of clothing or uniforms, titles or self-proclaimed expertise, all of which are likely to influence us to put our faith in someone claiming to be an expert. In marketing, information, advice and promises issued by an ‘authority’ can trigger us to blindly follow, which is why so many people swiftly gave up eggs and avocadoes in the past. When ‘nutrition authorities’ dubbed them unhealthy because of their fat content, we sought refuge in the ‘low fat’ food industry, which slyly got us hooked on products loaded with sugar and synthetic additives.

[image: image] Liking: We tend to want to buy from people we like, and what we tend to like most, as humans, are people who are physically attractive. Seeing someone or something that looks good on the outside triggers a subconscious reaction called the ‘halo effect’ by which we assume the inside must be good, too. We automatically attribute unrelated and unproven positive qualities to a person that is physically attractive, expecting that they are kind, honest and have a good character. This is why advertisers use actors and models with certain physical features to promote food, clothing, perfume and everything else we buy. We also tend to like people who are similar to us and with whom we identify in personality, opinion, lifestyle and even clothing style. We love to be complimented and consequently like people who compliment us and make us feel good about ourselves. All of these techniques can be rolled into a complex tool designed to influence us to buy.

[image: image] Reciprocity: Another common tendency among people is the feeling that we should pay for what someone else has given us. Reciprocity is what is tapped into at those sample stalls at the supermarket; once you’ve accepted the bite of cookie or cheese tart, you then feel obligated to buy the product. If you don’t, you’ll probably feel distinctly uncomfortable saying thanks and walking away. This social norm of reciprocity is an incredibly powerful motivator and is used extensively in marketing everything from food and courses to raising money for charities and causes. The power of reciprocity is so strong in us that we can even end up buying things we don’t want just to avoid guilt and social awkwardness.

[image: image] Consistency: Compliance professionals know that if they can get us to make an initial commitment, even a small one, we are likely to defend that decision – whether it was rational or irrational – to maintain consistency. Once we have taken an action or made a decision, we have a deep desire to appear to be consistent with whatever it is we have done. Basically, once we buy into an idea, we will often defend it all costs. We do this for a couple reasons. One, having decided on something means that we no longer have to put any more thought into it. This could take the form of brand loyalty or even an ‘eating style’; we establish a habit, and that’s it. Secondly, rethinking things can sometimes bring disturbing truths into the foreground, making it difficult to save face unless we change our position. In this way, we avoid thinking by acting out of habit.

Every aspect of consumer behavior is studied and analyzed by big corporations. How you think. What you buy. When you buy it. What your fears and pain points are. Is it your weight? Your health? Your desire to be a good parent and fear that you are failing? Your need for love and acceptance? Your stress level? Once analyzed, strategies are developed to increase the likelihood of your making a purchase, even for things you wouldn’t normally buy.

We all have different triggers and different reasons for buying, and advertisers know this and how to promote their products in just the right way to make us say yes. They are very, very, very good at what they do, and they will go to great lengths to do it. It is safe to assume that nothing is random when it comes to product marketing and that this applies to every detail of everything you buy, including food. The colors, the text and the catch phrases splashed all over the packaging, the familiar faces (be they human celebrities or cartoon characters), the pictures of people just like you enjoying the product, the free gifts, the limited editions, the time and place at which advertisements reach you… these are all details that have been carefully thought out with your personal experience in mind – and their profit.

WE HAVE ALL BEEN MARKETED TO

Convincing us that we need things that we previously only wanted, triggering buying decisions and giving us psychological ways to explain our decisions, all the while making sure to maintain the illusion that we are free to make our own choices, is the epitome of successful marketing. Surely we’re not that gullible, you say? Well, we are if we’ve ever eaten a breakfast of eggs and bacon, even very halal bacon. Enter Edward Bernays again, who was approached several decades ago by a company wanting to increase the demand for bacon. Bernays turned to the company’s in-house doctor and asked if a heavier breakfast might be more beneficial for the public. The doctor approved his ‘recommendation’ and got a bunch of other doctors to do the same. The authoritative endorsement to eat ‘bacon and eggs’ was published in the media, and the rest is history!22

A similar campaign was run by the DeBeers Group, an international corporation that mines and sells diamonds. In the 1930s, diamonds were seen as an extravagance, and sales were at an all-time low, so the company needed a new marketing strategy. DeBeers hired an advertising agency to start a campaign. Through intensive research into social attitudes toward diamonds, the agency came up with the idea to link diamonds to love and paint them both as eternal. The catch phrase ‘A Diamond is Forever’ was born and is used to this day, making it one of the longest standing and most successful marketing campaigns in human history. Since then, every girl has had an uncanny desire for a diamond ring.23 ‘Because you’re worth it’… ‘It’s finger lickin’ good’… ‘Just do it’ – these slogans need no explanation. We have all been marketed to.

THE LITMUS TEST AND AWARENESS

Before we can take back our health, we need to take back our rationality! Ask yourself about foods you plan to buy, do I need this? Why do I want it? Where is this desire coming from? Is this desire rational, or have I been duped?

PAY ATTENTION

Pay attention to what you are allowing into your mind – ads, articles, television, social media. There is a reason why companies pay millions for a TV ad of only a few seconds at prime time. If it didn’t work, you can rest assured, they would not be spending the money. Keep the principles of influence in mind, and be particularly wary when you find yourself being emotionally swept up in an idea. In this age of information overload, false news and deceptive marketing, we need to be extra vigilant about the influence mass media may have on us.

OVERWHELMED, TIRED AND COMPLIANT CONSUMERS

Of course, it’s not easy to pay attention. Most of us are constantly running and feel overwhelmed. We have endless to-do lists and are constantly being bombarded by more: more to do, to think about, to see, to read, to try, to study, to eat, to buy. Businesses have a vested interest in keeping us busy and overwhelmed because, when we are distracted, running to keep up and just trying to get through the day in one piece, we are particularly susceptible to automatic triggers. Not surprisingly, when we are in this state and someone steps in with an offer to save us time, effort and energy, we are going to take it. When we are tired, we are also likely to reach for food that gives us an instant rush of energy and feeling of satisfaction – food that unfortunately tends to be primarily refined carbohydrates and unhealthy fat. The entire commercial industry has everything to gain by keeping us busy, strung out and wanting.

WHAT THE FOOD INDUSTRY WOULD HAVE US BELIEVE

“You’re so busy, you don’t have time, you have more important things to do than cook – but don’t worry, we will cook for you!”

The industry tells us, “You have more important things to do than cook,” and there is a social norm that spending time in the kitchen is degrading, menial and boring. The food industry has every reason to convince us that cooking is tiresome, boring and a waste of our time, or that it’s just too hard. Once we believe that, we are primed to hear, “Don’t worry, we’re here to make your life easier. We’ll do it for you!” Food is big business, and maintaining this rhetoric while offering to cook our food is the way a corporation can maintain its sales. Industrial help may seem convenient in the short term, but what they don’t advertise is the fine print: “Eat now, pay later.” So much of the commercially processed food they are selling us is slowly sapping our health, making us gain weight, affecting our mood and costing us more both in money and health in the long run. How can we stand up to this rhetoric? Rekindle the value of the beautiful act of cooking. After all, in the words of Michael Pollan, “Is there any practice less selfish, any labor less alienated, any time less wasted, than preparing something delicious and nourishing for people you love?”24

“It’s so hard to be healthy. Healthy eating is complicated. You can’t do it without us.”

Even our health is being sold to us with the help of rhetoric. Nutrition advice with its complex portions, ratios, calculations, changing lists of what is and isn’t healthy, and everyone telling us something different drives us to the point that we feel we need a diploma or degree to be able to navigate food and make healthy choices. I certainly felt that way… and I got that qualification! But the Prophet ﷺ did not agonize over nutrients. Those eating traditional diets over the past thousands of years did not agonize over nutrients. Healthy eating is NOT complicated, and generally speaking, you do not need a nutrition expert to tell you how to avoid unhealthy food once you understand that the easiest (and simplest) way to avoid all that is unhealthy is merely to avoid the majority of highly processed, ready-made food and rather to choose whole food in its natural form. You may need some help re-skilling and learning how to source and cook natural food, and understanding portion control but, once you know that, you’re good to go. The key to health lies in eating simple, natural food the way Allah made it, exactly as the Prophet ﷺ has advised us. And the foundation of healthy eating is not complicated at all. In the case of having already developed a health condition, this foundation of healthy eating remains the same, but there is also additional scope for therapeutic nutrition to support the healing process. When we are eating for recovery, support from a qualified nutrition consultant can be particularly beneficial.

There is a bigger change you make when you reform your eating habits; commercial producers don’t profit from you when you buy or grow natural whole food. You’re no longer buying their promise of good taste nor even their promise of good health. You’re not even buying their wildly expensive, organic, ready-made superfood mixes. You’re heading for the whole food section or going to your local farmers’ market. You’re buying from the source and cutting out the middle man. When you do that, you are no longer a compliant paying customer. Your natural simple diet means no more money for commercial food producers, and it also means that you’ll gain health and energy, reducing your need for medication and denting a hole in another multi-billion-dollar industry, big pharma.

“It’s your sedentary lifestyle.”

There has been a move in recent years to try and deflect the blame of the health crisis away from food on to our sedentary lifestyle. While there is no doubt that we are moving a lot less than we used to, and less than we need to, simply put, you cannot exercise your way out of a bad diet. Many in the food industry would love us to believe that it’s the sitting that will kill us – not so much the double-decker burger flanked by fries and cola.

We are easily influenced and often take information at face value, especially if it allows us to continue in our established habits. Take, for example, a flyer I saw in a fast food outlet announcing its encouragement of children being active. At surface value, this seems like a wonderful, socially-responsible thing to do, doesn’t it? But, if we think about it, what does a fast food company care about our health while it sells food loaded with refined carbohydrates, unhealthy fat, excess sugar and salt and markets directly to kids? Does a company really care about our health that sells consumers a liter-size soda, containing up to 30 teaspoons of sugar, with a single meal?? Or, is it merely rhetoric to say, “It’s not your diet but your lack of exercise that is causing your health problems, and we want to help you get healthy by encouraging you to exercise more. Now, would you like to upsize that meal?”

“You have to eat diet food to lose weight.”

The diet food industry is booming, yet people are struggling with weight more than ever. Industries prey on our self-esteem and offer fabulous solutions in every shape, form and flavor, yet certain ingredients in diet food have been linked to weight gain, not loss.25

And there is so much more…

THEY KNOW CONSUMERS ARE CONSCIEN
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