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Session One: Inner Authority 
 

Welcome to DIETARY TRANSFORMATION FROM THE INSIDE OUT. My name is Charles 
Eisenstein, and I’ll be the host of this learning journey.  

 
The most important thing to know about at the outset is that this course is not about what you should 
eat and shouldn’t eat. Most books on diet could be subtitled, “Eat this and Don’t Eat That.” And that 
would be fine if they were in some kind of agreement with each other and you could read enough of 
them and then you would be able to know what to eat, but what I found when I was exploring this topic 
in my early twenties was that they all disagreed with each other. And I was left with a choice of which 
authority to believe, hoping that I found the true gospel. And they would seem very compelling, in and 
of themselves. I explored a number of different paradigms of diet and nutrition: raw food, yogic diets, 
macrobiotics, veganism, blood type diets, metabolic typing, paleo diet (well it wasn’t called that back 
then) and each of them has its own logic that seemed very compelling. Yes, I found the answer! And 
each one would deride the folly of the others.  Raw food books would say, “Oh, the macrobiotic folks, 
they just don’t get it about enzymes, they don’t get it about this and that!” Chinese medicine would say, 
don’t eat too much raw food, it dampens the spleen qi. I got really confused. Worse still, despite all my 
nutritional knowledge I was less healthy than my friends who just ate whatever they wanted.  

 
Some of you may have been through a similar journey from one diet to another, or maybe some crisis 
in health has just started you down the road of supplements, fasting, and other alternative diets. Or 
maybe you have just trusted what science says – except maybe you have noticed that science keeps 
reversing itself every decade or two on really important nutritional issues. You know how eggs were 
“nature’s most perfect food” in the 50s and 60s, and then became public enemy number one in the 80s 
and 90s, and now it turns out they are good for your brain and endocrine system and don’t cause heart 
disease after all. Or maybe they do. I don’t know. My point is that the science keeps changing, is riven 
with disagreements, and besides that is subject to the influence of the food industry. This course offers 
another way entirely that doesn’t require you to give away your authority to any external expert, 
conventional or alternative. This is about accessing inner authority. As you will see, to do that is a deep 
process of unlearning and relearning. It is a journey that might affect your life in profound ways.  
 

We might visit certain conventional topics – sugar, supplements, meat, fasting, etc., but from an 
unconventional perspective. This course is not meant to replace whatever existing knowledge that you 
have. It will, however, put it in a whole new light.  



  

First, for those of you who follow my work, I want to say something about why I’m giving a course on 
this topic. For the last ten years or more my speaking and writing has dealt mostly with big-picture 
stuff: economy, society, ecology, politics, the evolution of civilization. And so it might seem a little 
strange to people who are familiar with that dimension of my work that I’m doing this program on food 
and diet. But, really, all of these things are tied together. The way that we treat our bodies and the way 
that we approach how to eat and how to choose what to eat mirrors the way that we treat the planet and 
the way that we treat each other. The war on nature mirrors a war on the self.  
 

And a lot of what people do to make themselves eat what they think is good for them is a kind of a 
forcing and a kind of a domination that is coming from the same mentality as the domination of nature. 
So all of these ways of being, whether personal or collective, are intimately connected. Healing on any 
level can only accompany healing on every level. You might have seen this happening to yourself or 
people you know. When they have an awakening in one area of their lives they become, all of a sudden, 
a lot more open to eating differently. Or it could go the other way around, they might have a health 
crisis and all of a sudden the old story that said, “Here’s how to eat. Here is what a meal is. Here is 
what a normal diet is. Here is how you do this.” – that story falls apart. Maybe normal was, you go to 
the super market, you get a box, you put it into the microwave or whatever – whatever normal was, a 
health crisis can break it down. And along with that breakdown comes a breakdown in many other 
areas of normality, too. So that is one reason why I am doing this course on food and diet.  
 

The second reason is that food is something up close and personal, and pretty much universal.  
Everybody eats food, everybody wants to be healthy, everybody wants to do what works for them. 
And, yeah, I mean, sometimes people just don’t care about it, but usually if you just completely don’t 
care about it and just go with the cultural default, eventually you’re going to run into health problems. 
And then maybe you’ll start caring. So it’s a really broad entree into what I call The New Story, or the 
New and Ancient Story that is emerging in our culture out of the breakdown of what had been normal. 
The breakdown of the instruction set about how to be human, how to be a man, how to be a woman, 
how to live life, how to grow up, how to raise your children, how to eat. Those stories are breaking 
down. That’s why we’re speaking here of a New Story. 
 

And then another reason is just that I’ve always been really interested in this, ever since I was twelve 
and I got a booklet at the supermarket checkout lane called, “Count Your Calories.” And I memorized 
everything in that book. And the idea was that if I got this right, I would know how to eat. It appealed 
to my mind that the numbers could decide, that I could reduce the choice of what to eat to numbers. 
Yeah yeah, I was quite the little math geek back then. But it is no accident that our culture so highly 
values math and sees people who are good at it as the “smartest”.   

 
Nutritional reductionism exemplifies a general approach to problem-solving and decision-making in 
our culture. For example, economic forces pressure us to reduce everything to a financial decision. 
What is going to bring you the greatest benefit, with the least risk. If you choose something else, like 
what is beautiful or compassionate or fun, for example, they say you are being irrational. Even more 
deeply, you could say that the essence of science is to reduce the world to quantity, with the promise 
then that if you could quantify everything, and measure everything, then you could make your choices, 



as a person or as a society, based on numbers, based on maximizing and minimizing certain numbers. If 
you can do it by the numbers, you can be scientific about it. Everyone wants to be scientific, right? 
 

The kind of calorie counting approach to diet… And boy, I hope that this isn’t already, like, way too 
abstract for people. It’s like, “Come on, I just wanna, like, eat right, you know…” But the way we eat is 
tied into all kinds of bigger things… We’re talking about a whole way of being here, a way of seeing 
and a way of thinking that translates into a way of eating that isn’t working anymore! But let me return 
to diet. OK. Soon after I got the calorie book I realized that there are other measurable quantities 
besides calories.  I looked at the packages of our Wheaties box and our Cheerios box and it had 
vitamins… Twenty five percent of this and ten percent of that… And the suggestion of those figures is 
that if only you could make everything add up to one hundred percent or more, then you’ll be healthy. 
So it becomes very easy. You just make sure that the numbers add up right. I never thought at the time 
that there might be things left out of those lists of vitamins. And, later, or as I learned more, I realized 
that there were other quantities, so it got more and more complicated. Amounts of fat and protein and 
carbohydrate and sugars that you should or shouldn’t have. And all these other obscure substances that 
they keep discovering every day. Every day there is some new essential substance. Reservatrol. 
Quercitin. Trace minerals. The implied promise is that if you get enough of all these you’ll be healthy 
or even super healthy.  
 

Nutrition becomes a matter of getting the right components, taking the right supplements. Of course, 
the problem is that this depends on our ability to identify and extract everything important. But what if 
there are things that we can’t measure? Then something will be left out. And you have no guarantee 
that you’re going to be healthy. So that is one problem with the reductionistic approach to food. If you 
rely on the numbers, you are always at the mercy of what’s left out. It’s not just in eating – when you 
make any choice based on numbers, you will end up devaluing what we don’t choose to measure, don’t 
know how to measure, or is unmeasurable. You can see the results in the desolation of our landscapes. 
We have more and more of the quantified, more square feet of buildings, more products, more GDP, 
more roads etc. etc. and less and less unbroken views, quiet afternoons, beautiful buildings, birdsongs, 
fulfilling jobs, undistracted moments, and so on. Some people go to the doctor feeling sick, and the 
doctor says, “You are healthy. Our tests show you are healthy.” Everything they can measure is normal, 
but something is left out.  

 
Besides, even if you tried to go by the numbers in choosing your diet, all of the different experts tell 
you that you need different levels of different things. So unless you’re going to become your own 
nutritional scientist with your own laboratory to verify these conflicting claims, then how are you going 
to make your decision? And so part of me rebelled against that. I’m like, “It can’t be that hard!” To eat 
right, you don’t have to be a nutritionist slash mathematician. Because, look at animals, look at deer, 
look at woodchucks. They know what to eat intuitively. And they can even heal their own diseases. I 
remember reading “Bambi.” Not the Disney version, but the original book, “Bambi.” It’s not just a 
little kids book, you know. In one part after Bambi gets shot he seeks out the proper herbs that he 
ordinarily avoids because he knows that they’re going to heal him. And animals have been observed in 
the wild doing this all the time. When chimpanzees get worms they seek out these leaves that have 
vermifuge properties, and clean out their intestines. So animals know. They can sniff out what is good 
food and what isn’t. What happened to that ability with us? Why can’t we do that? Why can’t we trust 
our senses to guide us to what is healthful or healing for us? And if we could do that then we wouldn’t 



need all of these authorities. So that is what I came to in the face of  all of these contradictory 
authorities, each telling me to do something different. I said, “Ok, well, let me find inner authority.”  
 

Now before I go on I want to acknowledge some objections. After all, rat poison works on rats, and 
there are a lot of odorless additives to our foods today. We are also dealing with many foods that are 
quite unnatural. We’ll consider the various complexities later on in the course, but first let me go back 
to my story.  

 
As I was saying, I would follow one diet and another and experiment. And each time I would get less 
and less healthy. And I had the experience of fighting against not only my common sense but fighting 
against my bodily appetites. And I thought that my bodily desires were this barrier that I had to 
overcome. That I had to fight my cravings, fight my appetites, because the body was going to lead me 
astray. And then finally one day I just couldn’t handle it anymore. And I went out and I unstoppably ate 
something that my mental knowledge told me was bad for me. It was.. I was living in Taiwan at the 
time and it was a dish of sautéed pork bellies with ginger, garlic, hot peppers, like this… scallions, you 
know, with rice, like swimming in oil. It didn’t correspond to raw food teachings, it didn’t correspond 
to this idea that I had been reading about that you’re not supposed to mix starches and proteins… It was 
karmically the most dense food possible because it was meat, it was pork for that matter, very high in 
fat, which I thought at the time was bad for me. Like, everything about it was bad for me. But it felt so 
good in my body. And this wasn’t… it wasn’t a kind of temporary high feeling, like if I drank coffee or 
something like that and I would get some energy and feel this euphoria. But it was a really deep feeling 
of well-being and I thought, “This can’t be wrong! This can’t be God’s trick, that I have to fight against 
my whole life and live a whole life of denial.” I don’t want to live like that. I don’t want to… I want to 
experience this, well-being. I want to follow this. I want to trust this. 
 

Now what I took from this was NOT that I’d finally discovered by revelation the one true diet and that 
everyone should eat pork bellies or a high fat diet or a Chinese diet or whatever. I didn’t even think that 
I’d discovered the one true diet for myself. The point of this course is not to discover which of those 
many dietary philosophies is correct – is it vegan or paleo – or even which is correct for you as a 
permanent formula. We are going to explore a completely different orienting practice.  
 

You see, what I decided at that point that I was going to no longer trust the authorities, but measure 
everything against my own bodily responses. Or, in short, I was going to eat whatever I wanted. But the 
problem was, that I soon discovered, is that I didn’t know what I wanted. Because I had spent so many 
years being cut off from really feeling and trusting my sensations. I had been conditioned that—and not 
just in the area of food—but that pain is in some way good and pleasure is bad, that well-being comes 
through over-coming desire, well-being comes from rising above materiality, rising above the flesh. 
That is what spirituality was, the conquest of the flesh. That’s what ethics were and morals: Doing the 
thing that you know is right, even though you really want to be doing something else. That is what I 
thought… That was the formula that I’d been giving to be a good person. So that programming, to 
overcome that programming… I can’t say that I have fully overcome that programming even today. 
But I can say that I’ve overcome it with food, and that I eat whatever I want without any limit or 
restraint. And what seems as a paradox to many people, is that the result of that is a diet that is 
extremely healthy at least according to some peoples’ understanding of health. Like, I don’t eat, I don’t 
eat sugar. Someone can put out a plate of cookies and I might take a bite of a cookie and that will be it. 



Or I probably won’t even eat a cookie. And it’s not because I am holding back. It’s not because I think 
that sugar is bad for me. I don’t eat cookies and it’s not because I think sugar is bad for me. It’s because 
I just don’t want the cookies. So I’ve gained some of the capacity of a deer or a chimpanzee when it 
comes to food. And it’s an incredible ease and liberation. And I get tremendous pleasure from food. 
And that is what I want to share with people. That’s the real reason that I want to do this program. 
Because, I want to share the path. How do you recover? How do you recover sensitivity and trust? 
Because there are so many ways that we cut ourselves off from the messages that our body sends us. 
We have a lifetime of habits of cut-off.  
 

So that is what this course is about. Ultimately it’s about making choices of what to bring in to your 
body or your life. It’s about recovering our sensitivity and trust, which isn’t only about food. It’s also 
about self-trust, trusting not just our desire for food but our desires generally. It’s about ending the war 
against the self, and when one does that, all the hidden and not-so-hidden wars against the other 
subside as well. We are so conditioned in our society to fighting, everything is a war on this and a war 
on that, a war on drugs, on crime, on terror, on poverty even. Even the fight against climate change. So 
in this course we are going to undo the programming that pleasure is bad and pain is good. And that 
programming is just deeply insinuated into our language and our way of thinking. Like, what happens 
when you say, “Well, I could have just done the easy thing, but I didn’t. It would have been really easy 
for me to just flip that guy the bird, but I didn’t do it. It would have been easy for me to scarf down that 
whole bag of Oreos, but I didn’t do it. And, Nicole… just did the easy thing. She took the easy way out. 
She was selfish. She didn’t restrain herself. She just does whatever she wants. You can’t just do 
whatever you want!” It looks like whatever you want is a bad thing. It looks like, if you just let yourself 
do whatever you want, your life would go down the toilet. You’d stop getting up for work, you’d lie on 
the couch eating chocolate bon-bons and watching TV all the time. And, you know, you’d end up being 
unproductive and dissolute. That’s how it looks. When we are habituated on a life based on control, on 
self-control, then any break in that control seems to have disastrous results. And what I am going to 
describe is that that is an illusion. We mistake the results of loss of control for the results of not living a 
life under control.  
 

Modern adult human beings are pretty much the only animal that intentionally denies itself pleasure 
and seeks our discomfort on purpose and thinks that that is good. Like, babies don’t do that. Babies 
don’t say, “You know, it sure would be nice just to like, sit around right now, but I need exercise, so I 
am going to go and crawl and develop my gross motor skills.” Babies don’t do that, they want to crawl, 
it’s unstoppable. They want to jump around and climb all over you. Dogs don’t say, “Um, you know, 
that would be a really delicious scrap of meat there, but, you know, I think I need to go on a diet so I’m 
not going to eat that.” Animals and people who are not acculturated to modernity don’t think that 
pleasure is bad and pain is good. And guess who is the least healthy being generally speaking on this 
planet? It’s modern adult human beings. Is that just a coincidence? 
 

And now let me ask the question that everyone is probably thinking. When I talk about trusting 
pleasure and trusting desire it might seem crazy. You might be like, “You know, for me, it sure looks 
like desire is the enemy. Because when I… Because I mean I just want that bag of cookies and I want 
that bag of potato chips and I don’t want to exercise. It seems like I have to fight desire in order to be 
healthy or even in order to be virtuous, in order to be successful.”  
 



We’re going to explore this topic deeply in later sessions, but for now I’d like to give a preview of the 
answer. And that’s that the things that we think we want are substitutes for the things that we really 
want. And the things that we, like the pleasures that we take for normal are superficial and substitutes 
for what pleasure is actually available to us. In other words, deep needs get displaced onto things that 
don’t really meet the need, setting in motion an addictive pattern and making it look like desire is the 
enemy. 
 

So with food, when I began to pursue this path of trusting, what I discovered is that what I thought I 
liked I really didn’t like. What I thought I wanted, I didn’t really want. When I gave myself permission 
to eat whatever I wanted, questions came up, uncertainty came up that had been invisible to me before. 
I don’t know what I want, I don’t know what I like. It was a new world. And it took me time to develop 
the skills to know in my body what I wanted and what I liked. These skills are based on the senses. You 
are going to become very intuitive about food through this course, and intuition isn’t some mystical 
thing. Intuition comes from the senses. It is the refinement of the senses and the integration of sense-
experience to the point where it becomes direct knowledge. Anyway, the first step that we are going to 
take, the first kind of practical, experimental step we are going to take is simply to work with the senses 
and then apply them to food. And I will give you a homework assignment based on that as well, that’s a 
bit contrary to the kind of homework assignment you might expect in a course like this.  
 

For this meditation, ideally you’ll find a small piece of food, something that is unproblematic for you. 
Something that you don’t have to worry if this is bad for me, something you can just unproblematically 
enjoy. We’ve chosen apple slices. And what we are going to do is just devote our full attention to this 
piece of food. If you are listening while driving a car, then maybe you don’t want to close your eyes. 
Probably you didn’t need to be told that, but I had this comical picture in my head of someone in their 
car... OK it isn’t very funny. All right let’s start the meditation.  

 
 

Meditation 
 

So, yeah, close your eyes. And first pay attention to the physical desire or lack thereof to eat. And 
contemplate putting this apple slice or whatever you have into your mouth. Anticipate not only how it 
will taste and smell, but anticipate how your body will feel. If you can do that easily that means that 
you know this food well, it has become your friend or your intimate acquaintance. And then approach it 
with a sense of smell and sight, looking at it and smelling it. Still feeling the anticipation of what it is 
going to feel like when you bite into it. And if you can, what is it going to feel like when you’re done 
eating it, when you’ve swallowed it. Anticipate that. And then, eat it slowly enough that you can 
maintain full attention on all of the sensations. And then take note of how… of the echo of the food in 
your body, after you’ve eaten it. Not to rush you. 
 

One of the topics later will be the importance of feeling the after-effects and the echo and of integrating 
it sensorily. That’s the only way that you actually know what you’re eating. In a way, eating is a very 
intimate act, because you’re taking one piece of the universe and you’re making it into yourself. So 
now you can feel the new being that you’ve created: You plus that piece of apple. Later, we’ll explore 
the question, “Is that new being you create with each meal who you really want to be?” Is it in 



alignment with your evolving self? And, just now take a kind of a sensorial snapshot of how you are 
right now after eating that apple.  
 

Homework 
 

Ok, so your homework assignment for this segment is to make no changes whatsoever in your diet 
unless they are natural and unforced. This isn’t one of those motivational programs in which you vow 
to try harder and turn over a new life. Many of you have already tried that, especially if you are coming 
into this with a history of dieting to lose weight. So, make no changes unless they are the result of 
changing desires. Secondly, direct more sensory attention to your food. So definitely not saying to eat 
every meal like you ate that piece of apple. I am not saying this is the practice that we should 
implement with eating, to eat everything very very slowly and mindfully. There might be a time for 
that in a monastery or on a retreat, to eat silent meals etc., but I just don’t think that’s practical for 
everybody. But what I would say is maybe like one bite of each particular food at a meal, eat it like 
that. Or maybe the first bite of any meal, or maybe breakfast, even. And just kind of revisit that state of 
total focus onto your food. Now, we are going to work with attention more in some of the future 
segments. But for now, carrying this forward, this homework assignment is just to bring more attention, 
more sensing, to your food, because this becomes the foundation of recovery of authentic appetite, and 
that intuitive guidance. Practice this for at least a few days or a week before moving on to session two 
of the program. And interact with other people on the Facebook group just to kind of share your 
experience and confirm that you are not alone in your journey with food.   


