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Big fat lies?
by Diana Barto
(Reprinted from Beef Magazine, May, 2009)

“Hold the rice. Hold the potatoes. Hold the pasta. The 
low-fat diet our government has been serving up through 
USDA’s ‘Dietary Guidelines for Americans’ may be the root 
of this country’s obesity epidemic.

“That’s just one of many controversial conclusions author 
Gary Taubes draws in his book, Good Calories, Bad Calories, 
published in 2007 by Random House.

“He has a point. Researchers and public health authori-
ties have promoted low-fat, high-carbohydrate diets since the 
1980s, and USDA reports that dietary fat intake has decreased 
significantly. But obesity has increased markedly since 1980 
–– right along with an increasing consumption of carbohy-
drates and sugar.

“In fact, in 2009, according to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention, more than one-third of adults and 16% 
of children in the U.S. are obese. The finger of blame typically 
points to dietary at, overeating fast food and television - or 
computer-induced sedentary behavior.

“In contrast, Taubes argues the key to good health is the 
kind of calories we take in –– good or bad –– not the number. 
His 500-page book is thorough and by no means a quick read. 
It’s the product of seven years of research in every science 
connected to nutrition and human health, and it brings good 
news for beef consumers. The book says the fundamental 
problem with America’s eating habits is not the dietary fat in 
your cheeseburger. The problem is the refined carbohydrates 
–– like the flour in the bun, the starchy French fries on the side, 
and the high-fructose corn syrup in the soft drink.

“About the book
“Good Calories, Bad Calories stems from “What if It’s All 

Been a Big Fat Lie?” –– a highly controversial article Taubes 
wrote for New York Times magazine  in July 2002. The aim 
was to research what could be causing the obesity epidemic, 
and the article triggered an uproar. It accuses the American 
medical establishment of basing its dietary recommendations 
on bad science.

‘It’s not how many total calories you eat. It’s 
the quality and quantity of carbohydrates.” 

— Gary Taubes

“’We tend to think of science evolving through this 
process of hypotheses and tests, and then the things that get 
accepted are things that were rigorously tested over the years,’ 
Taubes says. ‘None of that happened in obesity research.’

“An award-winning science journalist and a contributing 
correspondent for Science magazine, Taubes specializes in sci-
ence controversies and says he recognizes bad science like an 
English teacher recognizes bad writing. 

“While he isn’t a medical doctor or nutritionist, Taubes has 
a solid background in science. He studied applied physics at 
Harvard and aerospace engineering at Stanford before earning 
his master’s degree in journalism at Columbia University.

“For the book, Taubes interviewed more than 600 clini-
cians, investigators and administrators.

“’I went back through all of the research since the 19th 
century to see if what they were telling me was supported by 
the science,’ he says. ‘Often it wasn’t. It’s that simple.’

“Carbs vs. fat
“Surprisingly, the conventional wisdom that a low-fat diet 

is a healthy diet has only been accepted for about 30 years, 
Taubes explains. Up until the 1960s, the accepted wisdom was 
that carbohydrates make you fat and –– what’s more –– that fat 
and protein protect against overeating by making you sated.

“’Carbohydrates literally keep you hungry, whereas 
fat and protein do not,’ he says. And the scientific evidence 
supports this hypothesis. In the late 1950s and mid 1960s, bio-

chemists and other researchers figured out that the hormone 
insulin regulates fat and pointed to carbohydrates as the cause 
of overweight and obesity.

“’It’s not how many total calories you eat. It’s the quality 
and quantity of carbohydrates,’ Taubes says.

“For example, 1,500 calories of pasta could make you gain 
weight when 1,500 calories of meat will not. The carbohydrates 
in pasta will drive up insulin levels, and the insulin will tell 
your fat tissue to store these calories as fat. The glucose is swept 
away into fat and muscle cells, and this all tells your body to 
prepare for more food to come.

“’It’s like emptying out a storage space so you can con-
tinue to throw in more,’ he says, concluding that obesity is a 
disorder of excess fat accumulation, rather than overeating or 
sedentary behavior.

“What’s more, Taubes says refined carbohydrates are 
likely the dietary cause of coronary heart disease and diabetes 
because of their direct effect on insulin and blood sugar. In ad-
dition, refined carbohydrates, starches and sugars are the most 
likely environmental causes of cancer, Alzheimer’s disease and 
other chronic diseases of civilization, he says.

“The inheritance
“The role of science is to question everything. Health 

authorities today, however, have forgotten this role, as well as 
the conventional wisdom of the 1960s, Taubes says. America’s 
medical establishment inherited a paradigm –– a way of 
thinking about obesity –– that seems to be commonsense and 
indisputable. They’ve never questioned it and see no reason 
to test its validity.

“This inheritance was largely the work of six men who 
dominated obesity research in the 1970s. These men, convinced 
that overeating causes obesity, hosted all the conferences, 
wrote the proceedings, and then authored the textbooks on 
obesity.

“’They decided what the science was, and they came up 
with this idea that the physiological, biochemical regulation of 
fat tissue is irrelevant to why we get fat,’ Taubes says.

“By addressing obesity as a problem of overeating, they 
put the problem in the brain. It is as if to say, ‘You eat too much 
because you just can’t help yourself. If you ate less, you’d be 
thinner.’

“This meaningless concept, he says, is a misinterpretation 
of the laws of thermodynamics.

“What’s more, at least two of the six leading research-
ers knew Robert Atkins, the physician and cardiologist best 
known for the popular low-carbohydrate, high-protein Atkins 
diet. They thought Atkins’ high-fat diet would give people 
heart attacks, and thus didn’t actually care if it was the only 
functional way to lose weight. In their minds, Atkins was 
going to kill people by telling them to eat cheeseburgers and 
other foods loaded with saturated fat. So, to diffuse the Atkins 
phenomenon, these men threw out the science.

“’They wanted to get rid of Atkins –– the bath water — so 
they threw out the baby with him, which was the science that 
says: Carbohydrates make you fat. If you don’t eat carbohy-
drates, you won’t be fat,’ Taubes says.

“Since Taubes started his research, the results of more 
than half a dozen clinical trials of the Atkins diet have been 
published. Virtually all show people on the Atkins diet not 
only lose weight but improve their cholesterol profiles.

“Carbohydrates literally keep you hungry, 
whereas fat and protein do not.” 

— Gary Taubes

“The gist of the Atkins diet is to avoid starchy vegetables 
and sweets and don’t shy away from dietary fat. Eat eggs, 
meat, chicken and fish, and supplement those with green leafy 
vegetables, cheese or nuts.

“Taubes says it’s hard to imagine how this can be un-

healthy because the carbohydrates you avoid don’t bring many 
vitamins or minerals into the diet anyway.

“Nutritionists respond
“The idea that consuming too many low-quality carbo-

hydrates makes people gain weight is a simple, legitimate 
hypothesis that’s never been refuted, Taubes says. Even so, 
he’s typically met with blank stares when he lectures to obesity 
researchers.

“’Often, I’ll get the comment, ‘It just can’t be that simple.’ 
I’ll say, ‘No, actually it can be that simple. The way science 
works is you’re supposed to be able to refute the simple hy-
pothesis,’ he says. ‘Only if you can refute the simple hypothesis 
can you then start complicating it in order to explain whatever 
it is you are studying.’

“One nutritionist from New York University told Taubes it 
may take a lifetime to get people to accept what he’s saying.

“ Shalene McNeill, executive director of human nutrition 
research for the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, says 
Taubes’ proposition is important.

“’His evaluation and deeper review of the scientific evi-
dence certainly calls into question some long-standing ideas,’ 
she says. ‘It’s a good scientific exercise.’ 

“But McNeill says there’s not one simple prescription 
for curbing today’s obesity epidemic. And because the book 
challenges conventional wisdom, most nutritionists regard it 
with at least some skepticism.

“’Most want more evidence,’ she says. ‘But there’s a lot of 
merit to the book, and it has prompted a tremendous amount 
of research.’

“The book, she says, goes right along with the latest re-
search in rediscovering the importance and benefits of protein 
in the diet. Beef is the number-one source of dietary protein.

“Right now, many nutritionists are debating whether a 
calorie is a calorie. She says high-protein diets can decrease 
appetite, reduce calorie intake and help you maintain a lean 
body mass.

“The body of scientific evidence supporting protein’s 
beneficial role in weight management is growing. The science 
is there, McNeill says, and the beef industry is now able to 
leverage it to influential leaders in the nutrition community.

‘”This is exciting news for beef consumers,’ she says, ‘be-
cause they can incorporate more beef back into  their  diets.’

“An urgent appeal
“Taubes often speaks to clinicians, nurse practitioners 

and obesity researchers about his findings. Earlier this spring, 
Taubes presented to the National Institute’s of Health’s Nutri-
tion Coordinating Committee, trying to convince the group 
that his hypothesis must be taken seriously.

“’We have this obesity epidemic and the diabetes epi-
demic, and they are predicted to overwhelm the health care 
system,’ he says. He notes that obesity increases the risk of 
getting diabetes, coronary heart disease, cancer, Alzheimer’s 
disease and other chronic diseases of civilization. 

“’Whatever is making us fat is also making us sick,’ he 
says.

“And Taubes ‘ urgent appeal to those leading the nutrition 
establishment is to question their own beliefs. 

“’Obviously,’ he says, ‘what they have been telling us 
hasn’t worked.’

“What’s next?
“Besides lecturing, Taubes is working on an easier-to-read 

book, which he refers to jokingly as ‘Good Calories, Bad Calo-
ries Lite.’ The actual working title is Why We Get Fat.

“’I want it to be something that everyone can read so they 
really understand how the science works,’ he says.

“He intends to explain why some people gain weight and 
their friends don’t, and why some gain weight as they age or 
when they get pregnant or when they drink beer.

“’I want to directly challenge the belief that it’s all about 
this meaningless concept of overeating,’ he says.”•

It’s called tyranny
Letter to the Editor:

A member of Barak Obama’s cabinet has put forward a 
truly frightening “solution” to increasing tax revenues. It is 
called a “mileage tax.” We would be taxed for each mile we 
would drive. Even at first blush, it stinks to high heaven of 
tyranny, the tyranny of government control over everyone’s 
life. The reason why lies not simply in the idea itself, but in 
how it would be implemented. That method would be a GPS 
device installed in every vehicle in America, which could 
measure every movement of every vehicle.

Now global positioning devices, using a satellite, are in-
credibly precise, as “smart bombs” used in Iraq proved quite 
successfully. Anyone who uses one of those devices for map-
ping a trip can only be amazed, especially when, at the end 
of a long trip, our device announces –– yes, it actually does! 
–– “You are at your destination,” and you look up to discover 
it is right, right down to the very last foot!

Now, consider, that is precisely the  technology that 
would measure, record and report your mileage. That it can be 
done is clear. It can! So where does the tyranny come in? Very 
simply. These devices would report our mileage to a federal 
designation point. In short, the government would have ab-
solute capacity to measure your behavior, your driving habits 
–– whatever, wherever, whenever ––and you will have to pay 
the government for the privilege of being monitored!

We will be assured, with all the sincerity of our keepers, 
that our privacy will not be violated; that this information 
will be used only for the compilation of mileage; and with a 
guarantee that it will be “secure.”  That puts it into that famous 
assurance that “I’m from the IRS, and I’m here to help you!” Or 

those 500 FBI personal files that mysteriously showed up in 
the White House –– nobody knows how or why! It is, in short, 
a notoriously unreliable promise. It will be promising us that 
tyranny –– absolute government control over our lives –– won’t 
hurt us, that actually it will be good for us.

The simple reality is that government cannot be trusted 
with such a dangerous interference into our private lives. 
With this system in place, “big brother” can find you, track 
you, know your every move, and, since it will be defined 
as a “beneficial public policy,” you will not be able to do a 
thing about it! And that, in a word, is tyranny. It is one thing 
to map your own trip for successful completion. You own it;  
you define it; and you can erase it when you are done. With 
this tax program, you will have absolutely no control. Disarm 
it (provided you know how) and the government will know 
immediately and move to arrest and prosecute you –– even 
imprison you!

It will all be “for the good of the nation” –– but you will 
have no freedom or privacy! Quite aside from the logistics 
–– hugely expensive, hugely difficult –– this is an evil, immoral 
idea that must be rejected and rejected in a way that cannot be 
subverted. Our personal freedom is at stake. We must rise in 
such protest as will guarantee this cannot be put into effect. 
One subsidiary implication of this is its potential for arousing 
protest not unlike the Boston Tea Party and its consequent 
events leading to England’s defeat and the American freedom 
an idea like this mileage tax would take away. It cannot be 
allowed to happen! A mileage tax can only be enforced by 
tyranny. For us, that is Un-American!
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The Polka Towners on the Grand Lady Riverboat. 
(Photo by Mariann Cooper.)

Grand Lady Riverboat riders and dancers 
afloat on the Polka excursion on Spring Lake. (Photo 
by Mariann Cooper.)


