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Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation hit The New York TimesOBestsellers™ list, and was praised
by publications as powerful as The New Yorker, Newsweek, The Christian Saence Monitor, and
TheWashington Pog. Fad FoodNationis as readable as it is gripping. This book presents the
history and horrors of the fast food industry from targeting children through union busting and
bribing government agencies, ultimately to become a symbol of American capitalism.

Schlosser opens with the chance beginnings of fast food giants, the coming and going of
“carhops,” and the importance of the automobile to the rise of fast food feasting. He walks
readers through the interesting life stories of folks like William Rosenberg, who dropped out of
school at 14, worked as a door-to-door salesman, and eventually founded Dunkin’ Donuts;
Thomas Monaghan, who grew up in an orphanage, joined the Marines, then bought a pizzeria
that eventually became the first Domino’s pizzeria; and a boy named Harland Sanders, who left
school at the age of 12, hawked skills he did not possess as lawyer and obstetrician, worked as a
traveling salesman, and ultimately made his millions selling his “secret” recipe for fried chicken.

But Schlosser’s main focus is on Karl Karcher, born in 1917 to a sharecropping family in
Ohio. He dropped out of school in the eighth grade and moved to Anaheim California to work in
a feed store. Karcher admired the lovely orange groves of California, married an orange
farmer’s daughter, began working in a bakery, and eventually bought a hot dog stand for $311.
Soon he bought a second stand, then a third and fourth. He bought a restaurant at a time when
privately owned autos were changing how people traveled, and even how they ate. As he
worked hard to make something of his restaurant, he heard that a nearby competitor was selling
excellent burgers twenty cents cheaper. The nearby restaurant was called “McDonald’s Famous
Hamburgers.”

The McDonald’s brothers, Richard and “Mac,” sold a tasty yet cheap burger, but it was
Ray Kroc who sold McDonald’s restaurants to the nation, and the world. He bought the right to

franchise from the McDonald brothers and relied on “his wits, his charisma, and his instinct for
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promotion”(40). In a previously unprecedented method for selling foods, Kroc targeted
children. In the process, he courted an old contact from the military, Walt Disney, who was then
building Disneyland. Walt was not interested in working with Kroc, but “the fantasy world of
McDonaldland borrowed a good deal from Walt Disney’s Magic Kingdom... McDonald’s soon
loomed large in the imagination of toddlers,” Kroc’s target population.

The morality of advertising to children soon fell under scrutiny. While other nations
ruled to protect children, the US ruled to protect business interests. Today children are targeted
by “phone companies, oil companies, and automobile companies, as well as clothing stores and
restaurant chains” (42). Kids are professional whiners who have no innate tendency to use
restraint in seeking what they desire; kids bring wallet-carrying adults in the door. Kids
successfully targeted by advertisers such as McDonald’s often become lifelong customers,
returning with their own children.

Fast food restaurants sell to children and exploit teenagers. Schlosser explains the
importance of a cost-saving innovation — dispensing with the need for skilled labor -- that
originated with the McDonald brothers, and has been carried to extremes by fast food businesses.

Standardized restaurant procedures, identical in Texas and New York, allow machines to do
most of the work. Low-paid labor only need push buttons and flip switches to produce burgers
and fries with sodas and shakes. These monotonous jobs are usually taken by teens. Schlosser
reports, “[w]hile quietly spending enormous sums on research and technology to eliminate
employee training, the fast food chains have accepted hundreds of millions of dollars in
government subsidies for ‘training’ their workers” (72).

Schlosser, never one to give the facts without personal examples, tells the story of Elisa,
just 16 years old, who rises at 5:15 so that her mother can drop her off for a day of work at
McDonalds. She thaws food, stores prepared food, and opens the doors to customers at seven
am. After seven hours on her feet, she returns home too exhausted to do anything productive,
and so she watches television. Whatever the cost to young people like Elisa, “[t]eenagers have
been the perfect candidates for these jobs, not only because they are less expensive to hire than
adults, but also because their youthful inexperience makes them easier to control” (68). High

turnover rates are not an issue; fast food joins invest heavily in equipment that requires no skill.
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Fast food joints have also fought furiously against the formation of unions. Schlosser
offers lively examples of weighty union battles waged by fast food restaurant chains against
youthful employees. “During the early 1970s, workers were successfully organizing a
McDonald’s in Lansing, Michigan. All the crew members were fired, the restaurant was shut
down, a new McDonald’s was built down the block—and the workers who’d signed union cards
were not rehired” (77). Schlosser concludes: not one of the workers at “roughly fifteen
thousand McDonald’s in North American is represented by a union” (78).

Schlosser also describes franchise methods used by different fast food restaurants.
McDonald’s owners have maintained the tightest control, even owning the buildings rented by
franchisers; Subway’s franchises are the cheapest to purchase but the owners take a larger
percentage of earnings; lesser-known chains are much cheaper to franchise, but also pose a
greater risk. Government monies have funded many fast food franchises. The International
Franchise Association, in spite of its own “public opposition to any government interference with
the workings of the free market..., has long supported programs that enable fast food chains to
expand using government-backed loans”—loans intended to help independent, small businesses
(102). McDonald’s opened restaurants in high-risk areas, wagering government funds that were
frequently lost. These monies were intended to help individuals establish businesses, which
were frequently lost. McDonald’s avoided the risks, and US citizens paid the price.

In one of his most eye-opening chapters, Schlosser describes the flavor industry and the
meaning behind the term “natural flavors.” The author visited a factory that produces “flavors.”

He smelled the odor of burgers being flipped on a hot grill, but the smell did not come from a
burger or a grill. The familiar odor came from “fragrance testing paper..., long, white strips of
paper designed to absorb aroma chemicals” (129). Smell, the author notes, is 90% of taste. How
else could McDonald’s produce hamburgers in Hong Kong and New Hampshire that taste
exactly the same? Readers are left wondering about the taste of these burgers, minus chemical
enhancement.

Next, Schlosser explores where the apparently tasteless flesh of hamburgers originates.
He describes how a few individuals, men like J. R. Simplot, rose from obscure, uneducated

beginnings to control the cattle, potato, and chicken industries, crowding out smaller farmers and
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ending a way of life that has been central to what it used to mean to be a mid-Western American.
He introduces readers to a small rancher, Hank, who talks to Schlosser about sustainable
ranching as the two men tour Hank’s ranch. Schlosser is among those who idealize the old West,
who still believes that cattle can be raised on open prairies, and consumed en-mass by
Americans, and that the only moral question is the possible loss of the idealized rancher’s
lifestyle. He notes that ranchers are disappearing “[w]ithout receiving a fraction of the public
attention given to the northwestern spotted owl” (136). Carriage and corset manufacturers have
come and gone without so much as a glance backward, but Schlosser fails to make the distinction
between jobs lost to changing times, jobs replaced by new industries, and species lost forever.

While Schlosser does not appear to understand the importance of an indicator species,
such as the spotted owl, or the difference between the loss of a species and the changing of
careers, he does understand suffering and loss among human beings. Research for Fag Food
Nation brought the author face-to-face with one of the most compelling and contentious moral
issues of our time — animal suffering. Interestingly, Schlosser nonetheless side-steps this issue in
his book. He does not question the slaughterhouses themselves, or the death if millions of
sentient beings. He only questions the horrible conditions of slaughterhouse workers. He
questions slaughterhouses because they deliberately hire illegal immigrants who cannot read
English, and who work for rock-bottom wages—and consider it a privilege to do so. He
questions slaughterhouse company policies that do not require listing injured workers, and which
do not have to pay injured workers for recovery days, or for proper short and long-term medical
care. He even questions the speed of the processing lines in slaughter houses because the faster
these lines move, the more danger posed to workers. But nowhere does Schlosser question the
morality of slaughterhouses, fast foods, or fast food restaurants from the standpoint of
unnecessary and grievous suffering and death brought to chickens, pigs, cattle, and turkeys. On
this topic, Schlosser either lacks empathy, knowledge, or perhaps both.

Schlosser’s lack of concern for animals slaughtered is especially interesting because Fas
FoodNationrecords his visit to a slaughterhouse. He describes his journey walking through a
slaughterhouse in reverse. He travels from little red pieces of meat, to large chunks of bodies, to

whole cattle swinging by their hind legs, to finally look a live cow in the eye as she stands at the



Journal for Critical Animal Studies, Volume V, Issue 2, 2007

gate to be killed. He comments on the look in the eyes of the cattle, the clear apprehension, and
then turns from the subject without so much as suggesting that these are also prodigious and
troublesome moral issues. Is a business rooted in unnecessary suffering and premature death an
acceptable business? Readers cannot help but note Schlosser’s sorrow as he writes of his
slaughterhouse experience, looking into the eyes of cattle forced to slaughter, waiting anxiously
in line, looking back at him with a mixture of curiosity and horror. Though he rightly questions
any business decision that endangers human health or well-being, he fails to offer even one
comment on corporate responsibility to these voiceless victims of human ignorance, greed, and
indifference. (Those who read Fag Food Nation should supplement their reading with
Slaugherhous, by Gail Eisnitz.)

Schlosser then explores other human safety and welfare issues: food contamination,
illness, death, and government alignment with fast food industries that donate large sums of
money to political campaigns. A chapter entitled, “What’s In the Meat,” begins with a picture of
young Alex, a boy who died of E. coli after eating tainted flesh: a hamburger. Schlosser tells the
story of this boy’s horrible death, and of his grieving mother’s ongoing commitment to food
safety. An astute reader will note that Fas FoodNation fails to overtly make the connection
between mistreatment of farmed animals and risks to human health, but Schlosser interviews
individuals who clearly understand the connection. A government health official commented,
we all know we shouldn’t eat dirty food or drink dirty water, but “we still think we can give
animals dirty food and dirty water” (202). His point: How can we be surprised when their flesh
makes us ill?

While most ethicists continue to ignore the interests of nonhuman animals, they remain
highly interested in any loss of human life that might result from negligence. The way we
slaughter cattle, chickens, and pigs—in such haste, with so little regard for suffering or fear—
causes misery not only to these other beings, but also to humans. Schlosser notes: “A series of
tests conducted by Charles Gerba, a microbiologist at the University of Arizona, discovered far
more fecal bacteria in the average American kitchen sink than on the average American toilet
seat” (221).

Why are animal products so filthy? The USDA is largely indistinguishable from the
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industries it was meant to police. President Regan’s first secretary of agriculture was in the hog
business. His second was the president of the American Meat Institute (formerly known as the
American Meat Packers Association). The man he chose to run the USDA’s Food Marketing
and Inspection Service was a vice president of the National Cattleman’s Association. President
Bush saw fit to appoint the president of the National Cattleman’s Association to run the USDA’s
Food Marketing and Inspection Service. It is not surprising, then, that a nationwide study found
that 78.6 percent of ground beef “contained microbes that are spread primarily by fecal material”
(197). Schlosser bluntly notes: “There is shit in the meat” (197).

Schlosser also explores how the US fast food industry has traveled abroad. Fast foods are
primarily associated with the United States, and most closely with McDonald’s. Meanwhile,
McDonald’s is also linked with obesity, heart attacks, cancers, and other common side affects of
a fast food diet rich in fat and flesh. He includes tales of lawsuits against these corporal giants
on foreign soil. Schlosser insists that we must do likewise, that consumers and victims must
speak with one voice against fast food giants. He sees hope in changes already brought through
consumer pressure, such as those negotiated by animal advocates.

Near the end of Fag FoodNation, Schlosser calls consumers to arms, to throw these
corporate giants to their knees before they do any more harm. But those with a good memory
will recall Schlosser’s earlier comment: McDonald’s woes children, anticipating that customers
hooked on McDonald’s food will remain loyal for a lifetime. It is not surprising that Schlosser
has also written (along with Charles Wilson) Chew On This: Everything you Don®Wantto
KnowaboutFag Food (Houghton Mifflin), the kid-version of Fag FoodNation

Most recently a DVD has come out entitled, Fas FoodNation. In this version Schlosser
touches on some of the key themes of his book through a fictional story. The DVD begins and
ends with immigrants sneaking into the US. A high level investigator for a fictional fast food
chain becomes enmeshed in a corporate web of power and corruption that perpetuates abuse and
corporate irresponsibility. The plot most adequately reveals the horrors that can befall
immigrants working in the meat industry, from forced sex to serious injury without medical
coverage (plenty of sex and violence to appeal to a U.S. audience), and the health risks one takes

when eating a hamburger. The book shows some graphic shots from inside a slaughterhouse, but
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does not do justice to the direct activists, who are portrayed as incompetent and ineffective.
Ultimately, one wonders if packaging Fag Food Nation as fiction is appropriate for a book based

on such a thorough investigation of shameful realities.



