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THE HUNGRY GENE:
The Science of Fat and the
Future of Thin.
By Ellen Ruppel Shell. Atlantic
Monthly Press. 294 pp. $25

In the Gilded Age, when working people
spent as much as 60 percent of their wages on
food, obesity was a disorder of the wealthy, a side
effect of success. Now, like many other comforts
and privileges of the rich, weight gain has been
democratized. Technology has driven down
food prices and, like a team of efficient ser-
vants, removed from our lives the need for
even minimal physical exertion. As a result,
the United States is gripped by an epidemic of
obesity that, according to a RAND Corporation
study, constitutes a graver public-health prob-
lem than smoking, alcohol abuse, and poverty
combined.

If it’s any consolation, we’re not alone.
Other advanced countries are getting fatter
too. Obesity is even spreading to the Third
World, where the burgeoning middle class-
es enjoy chowing down and loafing as much
as we do. “Obesity rates in urban areas of
China have quadrupled in the past decade
and nearly one in five Chinese are over-
weight,” writes Shell, a science journalist
who teaches at Boston University.

The Hungry Gene takes us on a fascinating
worldwide inquiry into the biological and
social roots of the obesity epidemic. Shell is a
gifted writer and observer with a fine mastery of
her subject, and her book is chock full of won-
derful characterizations, rich ironies, and hor-
rifying facts. Who knew that 60 percent of fast
food sold in this country is dispensed through
drive-up windows? Or that we drink more soda
than coffee and tap water combined? Or that
annual per capita consumption of sugar and
other caloric sweeteners has increased by 32
pounds since 1970? Or that fat people actual-
ly have faster-than-average metabolisms?

Shell makes a charming and sympathetic
guide, but one quibbles with some of her asser-
tions. She errs, for instance, in suggesting that
Americans have only the illusion of food
choice (as in “with pickle or without?”). Exot-
ic ethnic restaurants have cropped up all over
the land, and supermarkets even in small

towns now stock fresh produce year round, as
well as an array of ethnic foods. In fact, Amer-
icans have more healthy food choices than
ever before. The bigger problem is that The Hun-
gry Gene spends an awful lot of time barking up
the wrong tree. Our genes, after all, haven’t
changed much in a generation, but our body
mass index sure has. The issue is simple: Peo-
ple are getting fatter because we can afford too
much fattening food, it’s too easily eaten, and
we spend too much time on our duffs.

Someday we’ll probably develop a bio-
chemical solution to the peculiarly modern
problem of overnourishment. Maybe this mir-
acle substance will even be cooked into foods,
the way niacin came to be baked into com-
mercial breads, eliminating the problem of
pellagra. In the interim, perhaps the war on
smoking offers worthwhile lessons. Education,
taxes, lawsuits, and social stigma have all
helped put tobacco on the run. Someday these
weapons might have the same effect on Coke
and Cheez-Doodles.

—Daniel Akst

AUTHENTIC HAPPINESS:
Using the New Positive Psychology
to Realize Your Potential for
Lasting Fulfillment. 
By Martin E. P. Seligman. Free Press.
321 pp. $26

It’s an irony of inspirational literature that the
dour skeptics and depressives who are arguably
most in need of uplift scoff at books that presume
to chart the way to good cheer. But Seligman,
a professor of psychology at the University of
Pennsylvania, aims to galvanize just that
grumpy clientele with Authentic Happiness, a
guide that portrays the pursuit of hope and
happiness as a serious, rigorous mission rather
than a frivolous illusion or mere feel-goodism.

The author of Learned Optimism (1991)
brings two unusual credentials to the task.
First, he is a scientist—a cognitive psychologist
who has been a pioneer in bringing “hope into
the laboratory . . . [to] dissect it in order to
understand how it works.” Second, he claims
to be (or to have been) a “dyed-in-the-wool
pessimist” who spent “50 years enduring most-
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ly wet weather in my
soul”—“a grouch,” in
the words of his
kindergartner, who
one day changed her
father’s life by urging
him to stop grum-
bling. “I was a whiner,”
his daughter told him,
holding herself up as
an example, but “on
my fifth birthday, I
decided I wasn’t going
to whine anymore.”
For Seligman, it was
the epiphany that
launched the now
four-year-old move-
ment he calls Posi-
tive Psychology and
infused his career and life with new meaning. 

As the inspirational nugget about his wise
child suggests, inside Seligman the downbeat
realist has plainly lurked a romantic apostle
eager to get out. And as the rest of his book
reveals, Seligman the scientist does not always
demand the greatest stringency of laboratory
work, or dwell on its inevitable limitations.
The many studies he cites (and the tests he
invites readers to take) on such topics as opti-
mism, gratitude, forgiveness, and “satisfaction
with the past” do not generate quite the defin-
itive data he would have you think. As he him-
self says, “how you feel about your life at any
moment is a slippery matter,” far from easy to
measure. “Perhaps neither response will seem
to fit,” he prefaces his optimism assessment;
“go ahead anyway and circle either A or B.”

Yet to say that the Positive Psychology proj-
ect is driven perhaps as much by motivational
fervor as by methodological rigor is not to sug-
gest that it’s for softies. Seligman’s appeal is to
those who pride themselves more on having
heads on their shoulders than on getting in
touch with their feelings. He has cobbled
together interesting research done over the
past 30 years, since the cognitive revolution in
psychology and the advent of behavioral genet-
ics. The research challenges both the fatalistic
and the facile assumptions promoted in a
Freudian era that found victims everywhere in
need of cathartic release from anger and guilt
repressed since childhood. Seligman’s “new”

psychology sounds
decidedly more old-
fashioned.  

We are prisoners of
our childhoods, he
argues, only in the
sense that “bubbliness
(called positive affec-
tivity)” is a “highly
heritable trait.” Other-
wise, our fate is in our
hands—or rather in
our heads and our
characters. By learn-
ing to argue rationally
and accurately against
the “negative” emo-
tions with which evo-
lution has amply
armed us, and even

better, by building on the “strengths and
virtues” we recognize in ourselves (cross-cul-
tural research has inspired a list of 24 to choose
from), we can become more buoyant and
resilient. Not least, we can discover true gratifi-
cation, which brings a sense of selfless fulfillment.

A grouch might complain that when Selig-
man turns to apply his principles to work, love,
and parenting in his closing chapters, he sud-
denly changes his mind about the secondary
importance of childhood events. He joins
countless experts in saying that a “securely
attached” start in life—and lots of empathetic
communication ever after—helps create more
purposeful workers, loyal spouses, and com-
petent, confident, committed children. Then
again, if Seligman had prescribed a flashy, orig-
inal formula for the age-old pursuit of the good
life, wouldn’t you be skeptical? 

—Ann Hulbert

THE GATEKEEPERS:
Inside the Admissions Process of
a Premier College. 
By Jacques Steinberg. Viking. 292 pp.
$25.95

For bewildered high schoolers seeking
admission to the cluster of highly selective col-
leges essayist Joseph Epstein jokingly labels
“Yarvton,” the mysteries are legion. Does hav-
ing invented an innovative medical device as a
sophomore outweigh lackluster grades and a

Head (2001), by Mary Atkinson


