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Where do you get your protein?
Here's the actual answer.
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"Where do you get your protein?" is one of the most persistent questions
in nutrition, and yet the answer is simple and rather boring: from food.

The protein obsession has a few origins. Protein earned a health halo
partly because other macronutrients were being vilified: fat was the
enemy for decades, then carbohydrates took the blame, which left
protein standing as the last macro anyone felt good about eating. The
supplement and meat industries have done nothing to discourage this.
While protein is rightfully associated with satiety and muscle building,
both of these effects have been stretched well beyond what the research
supports. What started as a legitimate nutritional concept got launched
into a marketing category, a practice now common enough to have
earned its own term: protein washing, which is the addition of protein
isolates to products that have no business containing it, from fortified
candy to protein-spiked espresso martinis. Most of these products add 3
to 5 grams per serving, which is roughly what you get from a small
handful of almonds.

The requirement for protein is 0.8 grams per kilogram of body weight per
day, which works out to about 56 grams for the average adult man and
46 grams for the average adult woman. Athletes, older adults, pregnant
women, and people recovering from illness may need somewhat more,
but for most healthy adults, those are the numbers. Protein makes up
about 10 to 30 percent of total daily calories, and every whole food
contains at least some. A person eating 2,000 calories a day and hitting
even the low end of that range is already consuming 50 grams of protein
without trying. The idea that you need to track and optimize your intake
assumes your food is broken, and a varied diet of whole foods simply is
not. The math is not complicated. But the anxiety is out of control.

Protein is also far more distributed across the plant world than popular
meat-centric narratives would have you believe. The per-calorie numbers
tell the whole story: A hundred calories of kale delivers about 8 grams of
protein. A hundred calories of ground beef delivers about 7. Most people
find that surprising, but it should reframe the conversation, because kale
also comes with fiber, vitamins K and C, calcium, and a range of
protective phytonutrients that beef does not contain. The protein in
plants is not hiding; it's just sharing the calories with a lot of other things
worth eating.

Protein is made up of amino acids, including 9 essential ones that the
body cannot produce on its own. Plant foods are not “lacking” in amino
acids; they contain varying levels of each. Eating a variety over the
course of a day covers all of them without any special planning,

and reflects the way people across plant-centered culinary
traditions have eaten for centuries.

Protein deficiency is pretty much unheard of in developed
countries among people eating enough calories. The medical
term is kwashiorkor, and it is associated with severe food
scarcity, not with failing to hit your macros. The anxiety around
protein in wellness culture has drifted so far from the actual
science that many people are now worried about a nutrient they
have been meeting effortlessly their entire lives. If your diet is
varied and you are eating enough food, you are fine.

Here are five plant-based dishes that deliver as much or more
protein than a quarter-pound burger (22 grams):

Pasta e fagioli

A thick, chunky Italian soup of cannellini beans, short pasta,
and vegetables like onions and greens in a tomato and
rosemary broth. A generous bowl (1 cup beans, 1 cup pasta,
broth, veggies) delivers around 27 grams of protein.

Tofu ramen

A rich, savory broth, miso, shoyu, or a good homemade veg-
etable base, loaded with cubed tofu, noodles, corn, scallions,
and nori. The tofu alone contributes about 20 grams per half
block, and the finished bowl easily reaches 28 grams total.

West African peanut stew with sweet potato and black-
eyed peas

Sweet potatoes and black-eyed peas simmered in a savory
peanut and tomato broth with ginger, garlic, and spices. The
combination of legumes and peanuts makes this one of the
most protein-dense plant-based dishes you can put on the
table, with a generous bowl providing around 28 grams.

Edamame soba noodle salad

Chilled soba noodles tossed with shelled edamame, shredded
cabbage, scallions, and a sesame-ginger dressing. Served cold
or at room temperature, with around 29 grams of protein per
1.5-cup serving.

Besan chilla with paneer (Indian chickpea flour pancakes)
Thin, bright yellow crispy crepes made from chickpea flour
batter filled with diced onion, tomato, green chili, and fresh
cilantro. So easy to make, and so versatile. Two to three chillas
made with one cup of besan, stuffed with paneer, have around
28 grams of protein.
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West African Peanut Stew with
Sweet Potato and Black-Eyed Peas

This easy, delicious one-pot meal delivers around 28 grams of protein per bowl.

Ingredients (serves 3-4):

e 2 tablespoons neutral oil such as

avocado or canola

1 large yellow onion, diced

4 cloves garlic, minced

1 tablespoon fresh ginger, grated

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon smoked paprika

Y teaspoon ground coriander

Y4 teaspoon cayenne, or more to taste
1 28-ounce can crushed tomatoes

3 cups low-sodium vegetable broth
% cup natural peanut butter, no sugar
added

2 medium sweet potatoes, peeled and
cut into 1-inch cubes

2 15-ounce cans black-eyed peas,
drained and rinsed

1 tablespoon maple syrup, optional
Salt to taste

Fresh cilantro and chopped roasted
peanuts for serving

Cooked rice or flatbread for serving

Instructions:

1.Heat the oil in a large pot over medium heat. Add the
onion and cook, stirring occasionally, until softened and
lightly golden, about 8 minutes. Add the garlic, ginger,
cumin, paprika, coriander, and cayenne and cook for
another minute until fragrant.

2.Stir in the crushed tomatoes and broth, then whisk in the
peanut butter until fully incorporated. Add the sweet
potatoes and bring to a simmer. Cook uncovered for about
15 minutes until the sweet potatoes are just tender.

3.Add the black-eyed peas and simmer for another 10
minutes until the broth has thickened and the flavors have
come together. Taste for salt, heat, and balance. Add
maple syrup if you want a subtle hint of sweetness to
round out the heat.

4.Serve over rice or with flatbread, topped with fresh
cilantro and a handful of chopped roasted peanuts.

Note: Natural peanut butter, the kind with nothing added,
gives the best flavor here. The stew thickens considerably as
it sits, so add a splash of broth when reheating leftovers. It
also freezes well.
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