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The Problem
With Irresistible
Ultra-Processed People
By Chris van Tulleken
(Norton, 376 pages, $30)

BOOKSHELF | By Matthew Rees

Strong Fed Chairmen Confront Spending

A t the news conference
following the Federal
Reserve’s policy meeting

on June 14, a reporter asked
Fed Chairman Jerome Powell,
“At what point do you talk
more firmly with lawmakers
about fiscal responsibility?”

Mr. Powell answered, “I
don’t do that. That’s really not
my job. We hope and expect
that other policy makers will
respect our independence on
monetary policy. And we don’t
see ourselves as, you know,
the judges of appropriate fis-
cal policy.”

These words would surprise
Paul Volcker, the Fed chair-
man who brought down dou-
ble-digit inflation, and his suc-
cessor, Alan Greenspan, who
solidified those gains. Both
Volcker and Mr. Greenspan
testified before Congress on
the need to reduce the deficit
to control inflation. They un-
derstood, as we’ve written in
these pages, that government
deficits promote inflation.

In September 1981, after
two years on the job, Volcker
appeared before the Senate
Budget Committee and spoke
about lowering inflation and
interest rates: “What can be
done—and done consistent
with our short and longer-run
objectives—is to provide as-
surance that the federal fiscal
position is indeed clearly on
track to balance.” He followed

up in 1984 by admitting dur-
ing Senate Banking Committee
hearings that “an inevitable
consequence” of his tight
monetary policy might help
bring about the necessary cri-
sis “so that we deal with the
deficit.”

In July 1987, Mr. Greenspan
echoed his predecessor on the
deficit during his confirma-
tion hearings as Fed chair-
man, claiming there was no

way to lower interest rates
while there are ever-increas-
ing government deficits. He
said the deficit “is the most
important economic policy
variable.”

Mr. Greenspan’s preoccupa-
tion with the deficit reflected
what he learned from former
Fed Chairman Arthur Burns,
his professor at Columbia Uni-
versity, who presided over the
buildup of inflation in the
1970s. Burns knew the rela-
tionship between fiscal policy
and inflation. Mr. Greenspan
tells the story of Burns “ask-
ing his students ‘What causes
inflation?’ ” After no one
could give him a satisfactory
answer, Burns finally said,
“Excess government spending
causes inflation.”

Though he certainly knew
how to control inflation,
Burns was reluctant to buck
the political headwinds. He
used that explanation of infla-
tion’s root cause to excuse his
failure to tighten monetary
policy as prices rose, saying
during a lecture after he left
the Fed that the Federal Re-

serve shouldn’t “frustrate the
will of Congress to which it is
responsible—a Congress that
was intent on providing addi-
tional services to the elector-
ate.” The result was a pre-
ventable inflationary spending
explosion.

Mr. Powell has acknowl-
edged that many of his “pre-
decessors have said that we’re
on an unsustainable fiscal
path,” but he asserted that
“trying to get into that with
lawmakers would be kind of
inappropriate.” It’s tempting
to avoid political backlash, but
Mr. Powell would be better
served following in the foot-
steps of Paul Volcker and Alan
Greenspan than Arthur Burns.

Mr. Sargent is a senior fel-
low at the Hoover Institution,
a professor of economics at
New York University and a
2011 Nobel laureate in eco-
nomics. Mr. Silber is author of
“Volcker: The Triumph of Per-
sistence” and “The Power of
Nothing to Lose: The Hail
Mary Effect in Politics, War
and Business.”

By Thomas J. Sargent
And William L. Silber

Powell says it isn’t his
job. Greenspan and
Volcker would differ.

OPINION

N estlé is the world’s largest food company, with sales
of more than $105 billion last year and a presence
in 188 countries. Its products—from Hot Pockets to

Häagen-Dazs ice cream—are, the company claims, “en-
hancing quality of life and contributing to a healthier
future.” But two years ago, the Financial Times revealed
the contents of an internal report that surely caused
indigestion at Nestlé headquarters in Switzerland: It said
more than 60% of the company’s mainstream food and
beverage products—and 96% of its non-coffee beverages—
failed to meet a “recognized definition of health.”

While hardly a surprise—no one thinks of Häagen-Dazs
as a food source teeming with healthy nutrients—the dis-
closure is emblematic of a wider problem. Nestlé is one of

many purveyors of the ultra-
processed foods that now ac-
count for about 60% of adult
calorie consumption in the
U.S. (The ratio is even higher
for children.) The growing
popularity of these foods over
the past few decades has con-
tributed to rising obesity rates
and wreaked havoc on health
along the way.

Chris van Tulleken, a
physician and BBC broadcaster
based in the U.K., argues that
ultra-processed foods “subvert
the systems in the body that
regulate weight and many other

functions.” In “Ultra-Processed People,” a persuasive mix of
analysis and commentary, he shows how these foods affect
our bodies and how their popularity stems in part from
shady marketing and slanted science.

Dr. van Tulleken defines an ultra-processed food as any-
thing that’s “wrapped in plastic and has at least one ingre-
dient that you wouldn’t usually find in a standard home
kitchen.” A kindred definition has it that the more ingredi-
ents one finds on a food label—Nestlé’s steak-and-cheese
Hot Pocket has about 75—the greater the degree of the
processing involved. Ultra-processed food, says one scientist
quoted by Dr. van Tulleken, shouldn’t even be called “food”
but rather “an industrially produced edible substance.”

Though broadly gauged, Dr. van Tulleken’s analysis
includes one vivid episode of first-person reporting. For a
month, he made ultra-processed foods account for 80% of
his daily calorie intake. The effects were unsettling, to say
the least: He gained 13 pounds, slept poorly, experienced
constipation, and began craving Diet Coke, drinking six
cans a day. His appetite hormones became “totally de-
ranged,” and he was hungry even after eating. “In just a
few weeks, I felt like I aged ten years,” he writes. “I was
aching, exhausted, miserable and angry. Ironically, food
often felt like the solution rather than the problem.”

Dr. van Tulleken cites reams of studies to show the
effects of ultra-processed foods, pausing to give special
focus to a paper published in 2019. Twenty people lived
around the clock at the federal government’s National
Institutes of Health for a month. For two weeks, 10 of
them ate nothing but unprocessed food (including fruits
and vegetables as well as chicken and roast beef). The other
half got 80% of their calories from ultra-processed food.
The groups swapped diets for the remaining two weeks.
Throughout the study, they were free to eat as much as
they wanted.

The result? Participants in the unprocessed-food phase
of the experiment lost weight while the others gained
weight, consuming on average 500 more calories per day.
The study probably underestimated the contrast, Dr. van
Tulleken notes, since it included no marketing or health
claims, both of which lead people to consume even larger
quantities of ultra-processed food. Such foods in the
marketplace are often described with meaningless terms
such as “natural” and “low carb,” while unprocessed fruits
and vegetables get no health claims at all.

Marketing strategies aside, the appeal of ultra-processed
foods is typically said to rest on a trio of seemingly benign
attributes: They are inexpensive, easy to prepare and
delicious. But Dr. van Tulleken sees the appeal deriving
from something more insidious. With the aid of various
additives and sophisticated chemical modifications, these
foods have been manufactured to become addictive. He
points to the speed of the reward (akin to the “hit” of
snorted cocaine) and to the manipulation of brain signals.
“By speedballing different tastes and sensations,” he writes,
these foods “can force far more calories into us than we
could otherwise handle, creating enormous neurological
rewards that keep us coming back for more.” It’s not that
people utterly lack agency, of course—the problem for
many is less coercion than seduction. Ultra-processed foods
surround us—they are prevalent in every drug store and
grocery store and are the foundation of every fast-food
outlet. As such, resisting them requires a greater degree of
willpower than many of us routinely possess.

And there is a price to pay beyond mere money. Dr. van
Tulleken cites one study showing that for every 10% increase
in ultra-processed food consumption the risk of cancer rises
by the same amount. Other studies link these foods to
cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, hypertension,
depression and dementia. The high levels of salt, sugar and
fat are not the only problem, Dr. van Tulleken emphasizes.
Some scientists see the very act of processing—which can
mean inserting harmful ingredients and stripping out
healthy nutrients—as the fundamental risk.

Given such harm, what are we to do? Dr. van Tulleken’s
proposals are modest. He says the Food and Drug Admini-
stration needs to be more vigilant about regulating food
additives, and he favors marketing restrictions and warning
labels. But he shies away from the government using its
powers to channel people toward more nutritional food.
“That’s not the business of politicians,” he writes. He prefers
“a world where you have real choices and the freedom to
make them.” That means the freedom to make unhealthy
choices—say, devouring multiple scoops of Häagen-Dazs—
as well as healthy ones.

Mr. Rees is editor of the Food and Health Facts
newsletter and a senior fellow at Dartmouth’s Tuck School
of Business.

Processed foods are stripped of nutrients and
loaded with ingredients that contribute to
disease. They’re made to be addictive too.

Two years
ago Saturday,
Hong Kong’s
popular Apple
Daily pub-
lished its last
edition. The
paper had
managed to
keep going for
about six
months even

after owner Jimmy Lai had
been arrested. He’s still in
prison, and after being con-
victed on lesser criminal
charges, he is awaiting trial
for sedition and foreign collu-
sion in September.

Mr. Lai’s imprisonment has
transformed him into one of
China’s most recognizable po-
litical prisoners. But that’s
only half the story. The other
half is that the government of
a city that purports to be a
center of global trade and fi-
nance took his newspaper
from him without benefit of a
court order or judgment.

Jimmy Lai and his wife and
children are like family to me,
so it’s gratifying to see world
attention on his plight. But
even those who have champi-
oned his cause haven’t paid
much attention to the Hong
Kong government’s taking of
his property—and what it says
about both freedom of the
press and Hong Kong’s reputa-
tion as a safe harbor for inter-
national business.

The government accuses
Jimmy of endangering na-
tional security. But his real sin
was making Apple Daily too
popular for its own good.
Hong Kongers saw it as one of

Hong Kong Steals the Headlines
a few outlets willing to tell
the truth, especially about
China and their own govern-
ment.

It all started three years
ago, with Jimmy’s arrest just
before Christmas. In May 2021
his majority shares in parent
company Next Digital—71%—
were frozen and his voting
rights suspended. In June,
trading in the company was
halted when Jimmy’s stake
was worth roughly 544 million
Hong Kong dollars (US$69
million). The newspaper’s last
issue was June 24, 2021.

There were other assets af-
fected, including HK$500 mil-
lion he had personally loaned
the company. But the freezing
of Jimmy’s shares was the
key. It meant there could be
no normal corporate gover-
nance for the company given
that he controlled the com-
pany with a majority of
shares.

The Hong Kong govern-
ment then told Next Digital
that using any of the compa-
nies’ significant funds to oper-
ate Apple Daily would be con-
sidered a crime. That meant
the company couldn’t buy ink
or electricity for the printing
presses or pay its staff. This
ultimately led to the liquida-
tion of the company and all
the shareholders were wiped
out.

In response to an email
from this columnist to Hong
Kong’s financial secretary—
asking how the government
could take Jimmy’s property
without a court order or judg-
ment—the Security Bureau
answered that it has “been

handling such crimes strictly
according to law” and “we
strongly oppose any un-
founded and baseless allega-
tions” to the contrary.

It cited the National Secu-
rity Law for the authority to
freeze assets, and said those
targeted can appeal to the
Court of First Instance. But in
the end, the government can
trump an adverse court ruling
by getting Beijing to declare

the matter a national-security
issue over which the city’s
courts have no jurisdiction. It
did just this to prevent Jimmy
from hiring a British lawyer
when Hong Kong courts up-
held his right to do so.

Jimmy’s fellow newspaper
owners and journalists should
be disturbed by this. But so
should everyone doing busi-
ness in Hong Kong, because it
strikes at the heart of prop-
erty rights. If the government
can do it to Jimmy, they can
do it to anyone. And the free
flow of information—the life-
blood of a world financial cen-
ter committed to free mar-
kets—becomes impossible
without the secure property
rights needed to own and op-
erate a newspaper.

“The Hong Kong govern-
ment used the extralegal
power of the Chinese Commu-

nist Party-imposed National
Security Law to force the clo-
sure of Apple Daily,” says Gor-
don Crovitz, a former pub-
lisher of The Wall Street
Journal who served on the
board of directors of Next Dig-
ital, which operated Apple
Daily.

“Not only did this put the
nail into the coffin of a free
press in Hong Kong, but it
also took the property of its
shareholders including Jimmy
Lai, without any trial, convic-
tion or any involvement of a
court.”

“Ever since the Magna
Carta more than 800 years
ago, it’s been a basic test of a
legal system that courts must
be involved if there is a taking
of life or property. The taking
of Apple Daily put every com-
pany doing business in Hong
Kong on notice that they no
longer have this minimal pro-
tection of a rule of law.”

Maybe Jimmy will get his
property back after the au-
thorities are through. But
even if he does, it will worth
be a fraction of what it was
when the government took it
from him. Who needs censor-
ship when you can take a
newspaper from its owner and
drive it out of business alto-
gether?

In doing this to Jimmy Lai
and Apple Daily, Hong Kong
changed from a model of
property rights and press
freedom to a place where the
law means whatever its lead-
ers want it to mean. In other
words, just another Chinese
city.

Write to mcgurn@wsj.com.

The government
targeted property
rights to take Jimmy
Lai’s paper from him.

MAIN
STREET
By William
McGurn

It’s been a
good week for
the Biden ad-
m i n i s t r a -
tion’s diplo-
macy in the
Indo-Pacific.
As Indian
Prime Minis-
ter Narendra
Modi pre-
pares for his

visit to Washington, officials
in both countries indicated
that they have reached impor-
tant agreements on deepening
cooperation. Meantime, Secre-
tary of State Antony Blinken’s
visit to Beijing was a solid
though limited success. Chi-
nese President Xi Jinping sig-
naled that high-level U.S.-
China discussions are back on
track and that China shares
the Biden administration’s in-
terest in stabilizing the rela-
tionship between the world’s
two leading powers.

While Mr. Xi’s decision to
re-engage with the U.S.
doesn’t mean he is abandon-
ing his long-term goal of reas-
serting Chinese primacy in
the region and beyond, it is
significant. Mr. Blinken hasn’t
backed away from such Biden
administration policies as im-
posing controls over tech ex-
ports and outbound invest-
ment or strengthening
defense ties with countries in
China’s front yard. Mr. Xi’s
meeting with Mr. Blinken indi-
cates that the Communist
Party is reluctantly accepting
the new status quo rather
than freezing relations and
confronting the U.S. at every

China Accepts the New Indo-Pacific Reality
turn to force the Biden admin-
istration to change course.

China’s policy making isn’t
transparent, but reasons for
Mr. Xi’s willingness to engage
aren’t hard to find. The Chi-
nese economy is far from ro-
bust, and access to foreign in-
vestment, technology and
markets remains critical to its
success. Beijing’s efforts to
drive a wedge between Euro-
pean nations and the U.S. have
achieved limited results, in part
because of Europe’s shocked
response to China’s support for
Vladimir Putin’s war in
Ukraine. A Chinese rejection of
Mr. Blinken’s offer of bilateral
talks on climate change and
trade relations would have fur-
ther alienated Europe and iso-
lated Beijing.

China also hasn’t had much
luck at disrupting America’s
growing network of security
cooperation in the region.
Alarmed by Chinese saber-rat-
tling and heavy-handed diplo-
macy, traditional American al-
lies like Japan, Australia and
South Korea and important
new partners like India are
beefing up defense budgets
and strengthening their ties
with the U.S. Last month’s
agreement with Papua New
Guinea will give the U.S. ac-
cess to six sites in the strate-
gically located, mineral-rich
island state. Another Pacific
island nation, Palau, has asked
for American help in fending
off aggressive behavior by
Chinese ships.

These partners welcome
America’s focus on the region
but don’t want competition to

get out of hand or disrupt the
regional economy. Given these
concerns, Mr. Blinken’s mis-
sion to Beijing was shrewd. It
demonstrated to American al-
lies and swing states in Asia
that Washington wants to
limit and manage the conse-
quences of U.S.-China compe-
tition. If Mr. Xi refused to
shake Mr. Blinken’s out-
stretched hand, Beijing would
be held responsible for any
further deterioration in the
regional environment.

Under the circumstances,
and with China also con-
cerned about Mr. Xi’s recep-
tion if he attends the Asia-Pa-
cific economic summit in San
Francisco in November, Bei-
jing has sensibly chosen the
path of least resistance. The
result is a limited but wel-
come thaw in an increasingly
chilly relationship. Serious
problems remain. China re-
jected Mr. Blinken’s request to
reopen military-to-military
communication channels that
U.S. officials believe are nec-
essary to avoid crises in the
seas and airspace around
China.

Mr. Blinken’s visit demon-
strated the importance of an
old truth in diplomatic rela-
tions: It is always better to ne-

gotiate from a position of
strength. The North Atlantic
Treaty Organization so far has
weathered the storm of Rus-
sian aggression in Ukraine. The
U.S.-India relationship is going
from strength to strength.
Japan and South Korea have
moved to ease their often-
strained relationship. The
American-led campaign to limit
Chinese access to sensitive
computer technology is chalk-
ing up important wins. Passage
of the flawed but consequential
inflation-reduction and semi-
conductor laws demonstrated
America’s economic resilience
and, along with the recent
debt-ceiling agreement, refuted
claims that Washington is
hopelessly gridlocked.

These trends are creating a
new reality in the Indo-Pa-
cific, and Beijing’s leadership
is smart and pragmatic
enough to adapt. So far, so
good, and Americans in both
parties should applaud the Bi-
den administration’s successes
across the region.

But the alliances and part-
nerships that give the U.S. the
strength to manage its rela-
tionship with Beijing depend
on military heft and the depth
of economic relationships
with other leading powers.
American military spending
remains woefully inadequate,
and the Biden administration
has no serious trade strategy.
Until these critical gaps are
addressed, the edifice of
American power the adminis-
tration hopes to erect in the
Indo-Pacific rests on a founda-
tion of sand.

Xi’s meeting with
Blinken signals a
limited but welcome
thaw in relations.

GLOBAL
VIEW
By Walter
Russell Mead
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