Thinking Through the Junk
There is no such thing as ‘junk food’. Those who want to argue that there is have to be able to provide a definition of it, otherwise how can we know what it is? Is it those foods which have limited nutritional value? One of the problems with this definition is that we are encouraged to eat salad as part of a healthy diet, even though lettuce has little nutritional value (being mostly water, which has none). Is it those foods which are high in salt, or sugar, or fat? Such a definition would rule out any yeast extract spreads (so beloved of health-conscious parents), fruit, and cheese. Given that neither definition avoids problems, we can conclude that there is no such food as junk food.

However, there are some foods that are seen by many as fitting this description: for example, burgers, chips, and sweets. But all these provide nutrition. Since all nutrition is good for us, these products must be good for us, so the idea of junk food is literally contradictory.

Some food campaigners argue wrongly that some foods are addictive. Examples include chocolate and cheese. Such foods, it is claimed, cause chemicals to be released in that part of the brain that registers pleasure. This is true, but then so do sunshine, sex, and laughter. Do we then ban all these? Furthermore, the idea that certain foods are addictive has to be seen in the context of the continuing sale of a much more addictive product — alcohol. Since most people can drink alcohol without becoming addicted to it, it is obvious that the idea we can become addicted to some foods is ridiculous.

Another familiar argument against so-called junk foods is that they are responsible for the increase in obesity amongst both children and adults. But figures from the UK’s Food Standards Agency show that only 8.5% of 6-year-olds and 15% of 1 5-year-olds are obese. This is hardly cause for worry. Indeed, a century ago, there was concern that two-thirds of the population were underweight because of poor nutrition. There is no such concern now, so the campaign against certain foods is misdirected. In addition, the anti-junk food people also conveniently forget that obesity has lots of causes, including genetics, over-eating, and lack of exercise. Clearly, if your genes have loaded your gun in favour of obesity, then you don’t have to pull the trigger by eating too much and exercising too little. Food manufacturers can hardly be blamed if you do either (or both) of these things. It would be like saying that car manufacturers are to blame if you drive your car too fast and without due care and attention.

Food manufacturers are already required by law to provide detailed nutritional information on the packaging of their products. This is designed to enable consumers to know what they are buying, so there can be no complaints from consumers that the product has too much sugar, salt, or fat. In a typical supermarket there are about 30,000 separate products for sale. This huge number highlights that consumer choice over food is more than adequate. The complaint that parents cannot resist their children’s demands for sweets, over-sugary breakfast cereals, and biscuits tells us more about how we view the place of children in our society rather than anything about the existence of junk food.

Not all health campaigns are misguided. Smoking, for example, is a health problem. But, whereas just one cigarette can be bad for you, one chocolate bar, one cheeseburger, one bowl of sugary cereal isn’t. This emphasizes the point that no one food in itself is dangerous. Only bad food (that which is contaminated in some way) is bad for you. The campaign against so-called junk food should therefore be strongly opposed.
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(a) At the end of the first paragraph, the author concludes ‘that there is no such food as junk food’. What is the flaw in the reasoning for this conclusion? 
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(b) At the end of the second paragraph, the author concludes that ‘the idea of junk food is literally contradictory’. What definition of ‘junk food’ must the author use in order to draw this conclusion? 
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In paragraph 3, the author argues in two ways against the possibility of addictiveness of food. Identify and explain a weakness in each of these ways. 
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(a) In paragraph 4, the author gives percentages of children who are obese in order to show that obesity is not a ‘cause for worry’. What further information do we need about these figures in order to make a judgement on them?
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(b) In paragraph 4, the concern a century ago that two-thirds of the population were underweight is contrasted with the position today. Explain why today’s lack of concern is insufficient for the author to argue that ‘the campaign against certain foods is misdirected’. 
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 In paragraph 4, blaming food manufacturers for people over-eating and/or under-exercising is seen as the same as blaming car manufacturers for people driving ‘too fast and without due care and attention’. Evaluate this analogy.
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 In paragraph 5, the author argues that since there are about 30,000 separate products in a typical supermarket, ‘consumer choice over food is more than adequate’. Identify two assumptions the author must make in order to argue in this way.
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(a) In paragraph 5, the author argues that ‘there can be no complaints from consumers’ that they are unsure about the nutritional content of the food that they buy. Identify one assumption the author must make in order to argue in this way.
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(b) In the final paragraph, the author contrasts the campaign against smoking which they do not see as ‘misguided’ with the campaign against so-called junk food which they do. What is the flaw in the author’s argument that the campaign against junk food is misguided? 
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