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Food for thought: what the world eats.
From: Current Events, a Weekly Reader publication  |  Date: 2/10/2006 

Get Talking 

Ask students: Look closely at the pictures of the six families. What do their clothes, homes, 
and food say about their lives? What information can you infer about their cultures from the 
pictures? 

Notes Behind the News 

The authors of the book, Peter Menzel and Faith D'Alusio, were inspired to write it because of 
an experience they had in Papua New Guinea. Arriving by 7-hour boat ride to a town with no 
electricity, running water, sanitation, or much food, they saw a young boy and his brother 
ripping open a package of ramen noodles: one boy ate the noodles, the other ate the 
seasoning packet. "Producing and consuming food is one of humankind's oldest and most 
basic activities, but signs of change are everywhere," wrote D'Alusio. 

* The toughest part of gathering the information for this book, according to D'Aluisio, was 
translating. Some words and phrases don't have an equivalent in other countries. In Chad, for 
example, the idea of a recipe--written instruction on how to prepare a dish--was confusing to 
local cooks, who learned what they knew about food preparation from other people, not a 
book. 

* The authors discovered that there are now more overweight people on Earth than those 
who don't have enough to eat. As developing nations get wealthier, what's known as 'nutrition 
transition' occurs. Menzel and D'Alusio documented how people in developing nations are 
transitioning away from traditional foods, like whole grains, legumes and vegetables, and 
beginning to eat processed convenience foods, sugary treats and more animal protein. 

Doing More 

Ask students to track the food that they eat for one week. Then ask them to compare their 
diets to those of the families in the photographs. How are they similar or different? What do 
the students' diets say about their country and culture? 

It's usually impolite to invite yourself to someone's house for dinner, but that's exactly what 
photographer Peter Menzel and writer Faith D'Aluisio did for their new book, Hungry Planet: 
What the World Eats. The husband-and-wife team invited themselves for meals with 30 
different families in 24 countries. They snacked on deep-fried starfish in downtown Beijing; 
ate freshly killed walrus in Cap Hope, Greenland; tasted congealed porridge at a refugee 
camp in the Darfur province of Sudan; and noshed on nachos and pizza in Raleigh, N.C. 
Menzel and D'Aluisio say they wanted to see how migration, growing wealth, and 
globalization--the increasing cultural and economic integration of world cultures--have 
affected people's traditional diets. 

Each chapter of the book features a photograph of a family with a week's worth of food, plus 
details about the food and what it cost. Eight of those photos are featured in this special 
report. Look carefully at the images. What kinds of foods are pictured? How might geography, 
religion, politics, and culture affect the families' diets? How do theirs compare with yours? 
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BHUTAN: The Namgays of Shingkhey Village 

Namgay's family poses with a week's worth of food in the prayer room of their house in 
Shingkhey, a remote village of about 12 families. The food cost $5.03 and will feed 13 
members of the extended family. Chili peppers are a staple in their diet, eaten at almost every 
meal. A bad crop forced the family to buy the spicy peppers. Normally, all vegetables are 
homegrown or borrowed from a neighbor. 

GERMANY: The Melanders of Bargteheide 

One week's worth of food for the Melander family rings up to $500.07, the most spent by any 
family in the book. For their book-writing dinner guests, the Melanders prepared rouladen, a 
traditional German entree that features slices of beef, bacon, onions, and sour pickles 
doused in brown sauce. The annual meat consumption per person in Germany is 181 
pounds--67 pounds of which are sausage. 

JAPAN: The Ukitas of Kodaira City 

The Ukita family spent $317.25 on their food for the week, about $100 of which was spent on 
fish, meat, and eggs. In any given week, the Ukitas will eat at least a dozen different kinds of 
fish and shellfish and three varieties of seaweed. Like most people in this heavily urbanized 
country, the family also eats out a lot. The Ukitas wanted their television in the photo because 
they regularly watch it during dinner. 

CHAD: The Mustaphas of Dar es Salaam Village 

The Mustapha family gathers around a week's worth of food, which includes fresh fruit and 
grains, plus chicken and goat meat, which they cook on a wood fire. They spent only $18.33 
on their food. Like most people in their village, the Mustaphas are subsistence farmers, 
meaning they farm almost all of what they need to survive. Self-sufficiency is the best way to 
ward off hunger in the drought-ridden and war-torn nation. 

AUSTRALIA: The Browns of Riverview 

The Browns spent $376.45 on a week's worth of food, but it wasn't always so. The family 
used to live in Australia's rugged outback, where they ate fresh porcupine and kangaroo. 
Today they live in a suburb of Brisbane, on the island's eastern coast, and the multitude of 
food choices overwhelms them. "In the past, decisions were made for us, because there 
wasn't much to choose from," says Marge Brown (bottom row, second from the left). 

TURKEY: The Celiks of Istanbul 

This family of six spent $145.88 for a week's worth of food. To earn money, Melahat (center) 
cooks and cleans for six families. When she gets home, she cooks for her own family. 
Favorite family meals include sigara boregi (arugula and feta cheese rolled in a pastry dough 
and then deep-fried) and dolma (chopped meat, rice, and vegetables wrapped in grape 
leaves). To drink, there's sweet Turkish coffee served in tiny cups. 

ECUADOR: The Aymes of Tingo 
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The Aymes pose with their week's worth of food (which cost $31.55) in their kitchen house. 
Though Ecuador is on the equator, where the growing season is long, the Aymes live in the 
mountains, where the land is dry and the wind is harsh. Despite the difficult climate, they live 
on what they grow: potatoes, oca (a root vegetable), corn, wheat, broad beans, and onions. 
The only animal protein they eat is the occasional guinea pig or chicken. 

UNITED STATES: The Revises of North Carolina 

The Revis family poses with $341.98 worth of food, a one-week supply. The family spent 
$71.61 on fast food, $30.54 more than was spent on fruits and vegetables. The Revises say 
they are using their family's food portrait as a catalyst for change. 

By the Numbers: This chart shows the number of calories and the amount  of meat and 
sugar consumed by people living in the countries featured in this Special Report. The chart 
also shows the percentage of  overweight people. 

Country                 Calories       Meat (lbs.)      Sugar (lbs.) 

Bhutan                       N/A           6.60            N/A 
Germany                    3,496          180.62          97.24 
Japan                      2,761           96.58          64.68 
Chad                      2,114          31.46          17.60 
Australia                  3,054         207.00         106.04 
Turkey                     3,357           42.46          56.76 
Ecuador                    2,754           99.00         105.82 
United States              3,774          274.56         158.18 

% Overweight 
Country                    Male           Female 

Bhutan                     34.0            44.7 
Germany                    63.7            53.6 
Japan                      25.3            18.6 
Chad                       10.4            17.1 
Australia                  69.7            60.2 
Turkey                     47.9            65.4 
Ecuador                    40.2            50.9 
United States              72.2            69.8 
 

All Images and text resources: [C] 2005 Peter Menzel from the book Hungry Planet: 
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