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e Progressives argue that universal school lunch would reduce paperwork burdens, yield-
ing administrative efficiency gains. But the true question moves us far beyond debates
over welfare economics into the realm of morality.

e Universal free lunch would all but certainly engender a stigma against kids bringing
brown lunch bags, crowding out parental food preparation.

e Beyond the taxpayer sticker shock, we should far more carefully consider the moral,
social, and potentially biological costs of universal free school lunch.

Who should feed children? Parents or the govern-
ment?

Before the pandemic, more than half of Ameri-
can public school students were eligible for free or
reduced price school lunch (FRL).! Sen. Bernie
Sanders (I-VT) has proposed expanding the pro-
gram to provide free breakfast, lunch, and dinner
to every American public school student.> Presi-
dent Joe Biden is pushing a more modest reform,
lowering the district-wide threshold for FRL “com-
munity eligibility” to cover a projected 9.7 million
more students than it currently does—though this
may prove an underestimate.

There is a strong case for governmental provi-
sion of food to children whose parents can’t—or
won’t—feed them. But that’s not the question at
hand. The question is whether the government
should feed children whose parents can provide
them with the food they need. Conservatives have
traditionally argued “no,” from a fiscal responsibil-
ity perspective.4 Progressives counter that univer-
sal school lunch would reduce paperwork burdens,
yielding administrative efficiency gains.5 But the
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true question moves us far beyond debates over
welfare economics into the realm of morality.

Progressives realize this. Hence, their main
argument for universal free lunch is that serving all
students every meal will fight “stigma.”® They note
that kids who get free lunch sometimes are made
fun of—or “lunch shamed”—by kids who don’t.”
They posit that if every student were fed every
meal by their school, then no one could get shamed
this way.

Let’s grant, for the sake of argument, the dubi-
ous assumption that universal free lunch would
actually mitigate the absolute amount of bullying—
that kids wouldn’t just redistribute social anxiety
and social aggression to other pretexts. Is this the
only moral axis in play? Or is the exclusive empha-
sis on stigma a product of progressive policymak-
ing’s poor imagination?

To expand our moral imagination, let’s look
internationally. Schools in Switzerland largely do
not provide lunch. Rather, students break for two
hours midday and generally walk home to be fed by
their parents.® The sight of young children walking



through the streets by themselves is unremarkable
in high-trust Swiss society. In low-trust American
society, by contrast, it can provoke calls to the police.

Swiss parents like having their children come
home for lunch, because, according to “primary
data” acquired from speaking with Swiss citizens,
parents abhor the thought of turning over their
children all day to a governmental institution.® On
the other hand, American progressives undoubt-
edly equally abhor the notion that a parent could
be expected to be at home during the workday to
feed their child. Which attitude—that of Swiss par-
ents or that of American progressives—is more
conducive to a flourishing society? Although Amer-
ican policymakers tend to exhibit what Oren Cass
has termed “economic piety”'°—the assumption
that economic indicators in general, and gross
domestic product in particular, are the most
important data points—others take a more robust
set of factors into account. Economists who have
done so rank Switzerland third, and the US 18th,
on citizen happiness.™

Parents have a primal drive to provide
food for their children. But parents
are also sensitive and responsive to

the social pressures their children
face.

But there is an inherit limitation in relying on
aggregate data for fundamentally human ques-
tions, such as knowing what is best for human hap-
piness. Primary data, or “lived experience,” as it’s
sometimes called, is important to bring to bear as
well. Based on my primary data, I suspect the Swiss
have it more right; this is mainly because of my
mother. She frequently told me that she took great
joy every day preparing my breakfast and lunch.
That struck me as natural and beautiful. Parents
have a primal drive to provide food for their chil-
dren. But parents are also sensitive and responsive
to the social pressures their children face. Kids
apply stigma to behaviors that go against norms.
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Universal free lunch would all but certainly engen-
der a stigma against kids bringing brown lunch
bags, crowding out parental food preparation.

Would this really be good for parents? Or for
children? Let’s expand our moral imagination even
further.

For millennia, eating has been a partly sacra-
mental act. Christians, Jews, and Muslims preface
or close their meals with prayers reflecting on how
God has ordered the natural world and how human
affairs have been arranged to provide sustenance,
for which—according to all faith traditions—
gratitude should be felt. Gratitude, these tradi-
tions teach, does not come easily. It must be prac-
ticed.

When my mom was a teacher in the Cleveland
Municipal School District, she was unnerved by the
entitled attitude her elementary students took to
the free school breakfasts consumed in her class-
room (and not to mention by the massive food
waste). So before they ate, she asked her students
to say in unison: “Thank you, state of Ohio.”

She thought this was better than no expression
of gratitude. And she was probably right. But it also
struck me as creepy. When I was in high school, I
couldn’t articulate why it struck me that way, but
today I can. Any child naturally inclined to grati-
tude in the act of eating would not be reflecting on
how the love and labor of their parents, working as
units within society, brought that food to their
plate. Rather, they must contemplate the state as
provider. Such reflection must necessarily inform
and transform a child’s moral worldview, with
human consequences that will evade econometric
analysis.

Let’s expand our moral imagination from con-
sumption to production. Further centralizing and
socializing how America feeds its schoolchildren
will all but certainly lock in our reliance on factory-
farmed livestock. Factory farming is a profound
moral evil. One need only look at the abominable
conditions animals are subjected to by Big Ag to
realize this. As more Americans have realized,
there has been a growing consumer movement
toward organic and Certified Humane products.
There has also been some political action. Califor-
nia, for example, recently passed a law requiring
that pregnant pigs be provided enough space to



stand and turn around—a law that yielded histri-
onic headlines, such as “Bacon May Disappear in
California.”?

I’d love to be proved wrong, but color me skep-
tical that Congress or the US Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) will demonstrate the political will
to require providers for the low-cost school lunch
programs to adopt high-cost Certified Humane
standards. Rather, progress on this front seems
more likely to come from decreasing regulatory
burdens on small farmers (a la the proposed bipar-
tisan PRIME Act)® and further raising public
consciousness—perhaps through direct class-
room instruction. Unfortunately, the most likely
outcome of universalizing free school lunch would
be the expanding and cementing of our national
commitment to feeding children based on sys-
temic animal torture.

Against all this . . . what are the counterargu-
ments? Even granting that stigma against students
who receive free lunch is a widespread problem
that could be addressed, one study found little
evidence that it hurts academics.’ A literature
review on the effects of the Community Eligibility
Provision that Biden seeks to expand noted that of
five studies on universal breakfast, “3 found no
change in test scores and 2 found some improve-
ments.” Among studies focusing specifically on
Community Eligibility for lunch, “2 detected
improvement in test scores for some subjects and
age groups and the third detected no change.” The
authors note that the positive effects were “rela-
tively small” and “similar in magnitude to those
seen when families receive other forms of income
support, such as the earned income tax credit.”s
Why not, then, just allocate the additional money
directly to parents (perhaps with a brochure docu-
menting the horrors of factory farming and sus-
tainability problems of monocrop agriculture)?

The strongest argument for spending additional
money in the federal school lunch system is that
school lunches are, reportedly, much healthier
than food from the grocery store is. A recent study
found that after the Obama administration’s
school lunch overhaul, according to the American
Heart Association’s (AHA) diet index,
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Diet quality for foods from schools improved
significantly. . . . By 2017-2018, food con-
sumed at schools had the highest quality
[according to the AHA], followed by food
from grocery stores, other sources,
worksites, and restaurants. . . . Findings
were similar for [the USDA’s] Healthy Eat-
ing Index.'¢

School lunches are definitely nutritionally dif-
ferent. But whether for better or worse depends on
whether the USDA and AHA are right or wrong in
their dietary assumptions. It’s now a matter of
well-documented record that the USDA’s original
“food pyramid” was reworked against experts’
advice before publication to satisfy the food indus-
try’s interests. Luise Light, the former USDA direc-
tor of dietary guidance and nutrition education
research, has exposed that

nutrition for the government is primarily
a marketing tool to fuel growth in con-
sumer food expenditures and demand for
major food commodities: meat, dairy,
eggs, wheat. It’s an economics lesson that
has very little to do with our health and
nutrition and everything to do with mak-
ing sure that food expenditures continue
to rise for all interests involved in the food
industry.”

Maybe the USDA’s new guidelines truly are a
product of disinterested science. But it took dec-
ades for the full story of the original version to be
told. In the meantime, with children’s health at
stake, it might be wise to not simply and categori-
cally trust the science.

The AHA’s index is based on the hypothesis that
saturated fats are bad and should be eschewed in
favor of polyunsaturated fats from sources such as
soybean oil.®® But the AHA’s hypothesis is not
uncontroversial. It has been challenged from sev-
eral angles, and some contend that the rise in con-
suming vegetable oil, which over the past century
has gone from virtually zero to about a fifth of
Americans’ caloric intake, has been a major driver
of obesity, diabetes, and other chronic disease."



A recent animal study found that soybean oil,
which represents about 7 percent of American
caloric intake, caused “a significant dysregulation
of more than 100 hypothalamic genes including
those involved in neurochemical and neuroendo-
crine pathways and metabolic and neurological
disorders.” This finding, the authors note, “could
have important public health ramifications.”>° One
ramification: The apparently most powerful argu-
ment in favor of universal school lunch may—in
truth—be the most damning argument against it.

Although I'm certain that many respected nutri-
tional scientists could present learned arguments
disputing this, it strikes me as adequate infor-
mation for parents and policymakers to conclude
that the nutritional science isn’t fully “settled.”
The old saying goes: “There ain’t no such thing
asafree lunch.” But libertarian and small-government
opponents of universalizing school lunch have
taken the admonition too literally. Beyond the tax-
payer sticker shock, we should far more carefully
consider the moral, social, and potentially biologi-

cal costs of universal free school lunch.
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