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			The summary and analysis in this ebook are meant to complement your reading experience and bring you closer to a great work of nonfiction. This ebook is not intended as a substitute for the work that it summarizes and analyzes, and it is not authorized, approved, licensed, or endorsed by the work’s author or publisher. Worth Books makes no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this ebook.
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			Context

			First published in 2006, The Omnivore’s Dilemma followed a number of alarming and influential works that investigated the modern American food industry and its role in the national obesity epidemic. The books Fast Food Nation (2001) by Eric Schlosser and Food Politics (2002) by Marion Nestle, as well as the Academy Award–nominated documentary Super Size Me (2004), painted a disturbing picture of a country addicted to mass-produced, preservative-infused junk food whose connections to the natural environment were tenuous at best. These books and documentaries struck a chord with mainstream audiences and created a demand for clear, easy-to-follow information on where our food comes from and what we should and should not be eating. A vibrant “health food” market and related cookbooks and newsletters have existed in America since the 1960s, but interested consumers often had to sort through conflicting claims and confusing jargon.

			By combining rigorous research and entertaining narrative techniques, The Omnivore’s Dilemma and its successors, including Animal, Vegetable, Miracle (2007) by Barbara Kingsolver, Why We Get Fat (2010) by Gary Taubes, and Salt Sugar Fat (2013) by Michael Moss, raised interest in food, health, and nutrition to a whole new level, and led to changes in the fast food industry. At the dawn of the 21st century, many Americans have a better understanding of food choices and nutrition, and many communities have seen an increased availability of organic and sustainable foods in grocery stores. 

			An award-winning food and environmental journalist and contributor to the New York Times Magazine and Harper’s Magazine, among other publications, Pollan wrote The Omnivore’s Dilemma soon after relocating from the East Coast to California, where he is a professor in UC Berkeley’s Graduate School of Journalism. His previous books included Second Nature: A Gardener’s Education (1991) and The Botany of Desire: A Plant’s-Eye View of the World (2001). After the enormous success of The Omnivore’s Dilemma—one of the New York Times Book Review’s 10 best books of the year, winner of the James Beard Award, and a finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award—Pollan has become a leading authority on food-related issues. With Eric Schlosser, he narrated Robert Kenner’s Academy Award–nominated documentary Food, Inc. (2008). His recent books include New York Times–bestsellers In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto (2008), Food Rules: An Eater’s Manual (2009), and Cooked: A Natural History of Transformation (2013). 

		

	
		
			Overview

			“You are what you eat,” the old saying goes. In The Omnivore’s Dilemma, Michael Pollan makes it his mission to figure out what modern Americans are. He visits a government-subsidized Iowa corn farm, a ruthlessly efficient cattle feedlot, his local Whole Foods, a small family farm, and the forests of Northern California to pull back the curtain on our conventional and alternative food systems. 

			Pollan identifies three different food chains—the “industrial,” the “pastoral,” and the “personal”—and divides the book into sections following each one from beginning to end. The “industrial” section documents the dominant role of corn in the American diet and investigates how processed foods are manufactured and sold to consumers. The “pastoral” section digs into the growing organic food movement and differentiates between “Big Organic” and smaller, sustainable farms. The “personal” section explores hunting and gathering—the shortest, most transparent food chain between humans and plants and the one our ancestors relied on. 

			Along the way Pollan offers alarming observations and statistics about our “national eating disorder.” It’s not all gloom and doom, however. The Omnivore’s Dilemma arms the reader with practical advice and a balanced, realistic outlook on the role of food in our day-to-day lives. Most important, it encourages us to ask four essential questions: What are we eating? Where did it come from? How did it find its way to the table? And what is its true cost?

		

	
		
			Summary

			Introduction: Our National Eating Disorder

			Pollan sets out to answer a basic question: What should we have for dinner? But the question only seems simple. To answer it, we must sort through massive amounts of conflicting information and avoid countless products whose origins and ingredients are deliberately obscured.

			How did we arrive at this place? Pollan pins the blame on “our national eating disorder,” and points to the recent demonization of wholesome, carbohydrate-rich foods, such as bread and pasta, as a primary example of the problem. Part of the confusion, he argues, stems from the fact that America is composed of so many different cultures and ethnicities. As a result, there is no “deeply rooted” food culture for Americans to draw on. People in France, Italy, Spain, and Japan—all wealthy industrialized countries with old food traditions—don’t have this problem. 

			The Omnivore’s Dilemma is an attempt to provide clarity. The book is driven by the premise “that like every other creature on earth, humans take part in a food chain, and our place in that food chain, or web, determines to a considerable extent what kind of creature we are.” Pollan identifies three principle food chains of modern America: the industrial, the organic, and the hunter-gatherer. In each of the book’s three parts, he follows one of these chains from beginning to end, from plant to meal, in an effort to understand the relationship between what we eat and how we interact with the natural world. 

			Need to Know: Research psychologist Paul Rozin first used the phrase “omnivore’s dilemma” 40 years ago, but the concept appears in the works of 18th-century writers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin. Throughout human history, the tension between our ability to eat anything nature has to offer and our awareness that some of those things will sicken or kill us has always created anxiety. 

			I

			INDUSTRIAL: CORN

			One: The Plant 

			Corn’s Conquest

			Most people are unaware of the dominant and remarkable role that corn plays in the modern American food system. Industrially grown corn feeds beef cattle, chickens, dairy cows, and fish, and serves as the basis for an untold number of sweeteners and additives included in supermarket staples, such as mayonnaise, Coca-Cola, and salad dressing. All in all, byproducts of industrial corn can be found in approximately a quarter of the products in the typical American grocery store.

			Corn’s preeminence is based on its biology and American history. Most plants during photosynthesis create compounds that have three carbon atoms. Corn, however, makes compounds with a fourth carbon atom, giving the plant an advantage in environments with high temperatures and scarce water. Corn is amazingly well-suited to the North American climate: In New England it saved the colonists after their wheat harvests failed, to central Mexico, where corn’s ancestor, Zea mays, is believed to have originated. It’s also an incredibly versatile grain. It can be eaten off the cob, turned into alcohol, ground into flour, and used as a commodity—corn was both the currency traders used to buy slaves in Africa and the food the slaves ate during their passage to America. 

			Corn has benefitted enormously from the relationship with man. The plant’s unique biology makes it very difficult for it to reproduce on its own. (Female organs are contained inside the closed husk, which makes self-fertilization and wind-pollination, or “corn sex,” as the author puts it, challenging.) Enter humans and their opposable, husk-opening thumbs. By opening up the husk and allowing the (male) tassel to mate with the flowers contained in the ear, we make it much easier for corn to reproduce. Eventually, humans began deliberately mating desirable corn plants together; this hybridization led to greater corn growth and success—and greater human reliance on the plant. Thus began the symbiotic relationship that has continued to this day. 

			Need to Know: Descendants of the Maya in Mexico refer to themselves as “the corn people” because the plant makes up such a large part of their diet, but recent research identifying carbon isotopes in human tissue reveals that modern Americans have more corn in them than their Mexican counterparts. According to one biologist, “when you look at the isotope ratios, we North Americans look like corn chips with legs.”

			Two: The Farm

			Pollan begins his dive into the industrial food revolution by going directly to its modern incarnation: a corn farm in Iowa. George Naylor is a curmudgeonly but colorful third-generation farmer. When Naylor’s grandfather began farming the land in 1919, he raised a variety of fruits, vegetables, grains, and animals (and some corn) on 320 acres. At the time, approximately one out of every four Americans worked on a farm. Fast forward to today, when grandson George—one of the less than two million farmers left in the United States—grows nothing but corn and soybeans on 470 acres. For all of his hard work, Naylor is barely scraping by, relying in part on his wife’s office salary. Pollan wants to know: how did this happen? 

			He finds two main causes. The first is a bit paradoxical: efficiency. In the 1920s, farmers averaged around 20 bushels of corn per acre; thanks to advances in seed breeding and the development of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, some years Naylor gets 200. Over the years, the prospect of such a big harvest was too enticing to pass up, and the Naylor family began planting more and more corn on its property. The same goes for most of the other farmers in Iowa and neighboring states: livestock fences were pulled up, and fruit and vegetable plots and pastures became cornfields. An agricultural state with some of the richest soil in the world, Iowa nevertheless imports roughly 80% of its food.

			The second major cause is government policy. New Deal farm programs set a target price for commodities such as corn—whenever overproduction caused the market price to drop below that target, farmers could take a government loan in exchange for storing their corn until prices recovered. This had the effect of keeping supply (and thus prices) relatively stable. During the Nixon administration, however, the support system was restructured. Under the direction of Secretary of Agriculture Earl “Rusty” Butz, the government scrapped the loan program and started paying the difference between target and market prices directly to farmers. The new subsidies effectively encouraged farmers to overproduce, which contributed to a steady decline in corn prices—which was the goal all along. Butz believed that large farms concerned chiefly with “agribusiness” would both contribute to national food security and make US corn more competitive in overseas markets. Family farms collapsed or were consolidated into huge, industrial operations growing one or two crops. Our national glut of corn is the result, explains Naylor: “Farmers facing lower prices have only one option if they want to be able to maintain their standard of living, pay their bills, and service their debt, and that is to produce more.” 

			Need to Know: Fritz Haber’s invention of synthetic nitrogen exponentially increased crop yields and revolutionized farming. Haber won the Nobel Prize for his work in 1920, but has fallen into obscurity due to his connection to the German effort in World War I. He directed the first poison gas attack in military history and developed Zyklon B, which was later used in Hitler’s concentration camps. Haber’s wife, a fellow chemist, was sickened by his war activities and used his army pistol to kill herself. 

			Three: The Elevator

			Every October, George Naylor sells his corn at the grain elevator in Farnhamville, Iowa. He grows “number 2 field corn,” a designation created by the Chicago Board of Trade in the 1850s as part of a new grading system. Many different kinds of corn are rated number 2—the designation only means that its moisture content doesn’t exceed 14% and less than 5% of its kernels have insect damage. After it’s sold, Naylor’s crop becomes part of an anonymous river of “commodity corn” leaving Iowa on trains that stretch more than a mile long and carry more than 440,000 bushels.

			The Iowa Farmers Cooperative owns the elevator and pays Naylor for his corn. Like every other corn farmer, however, he also gets a payment from the US Department of Agriculture—roughly $0.28 a bushel regardless of the market price. If the price drops below the “target” price set by the government, however, Naylor receives an additional “deficiency payment.” These payments “account for nearly half the income of the average Iowa corn farmer and represent roughly a quarter of the $19 billion US taxpayers spend each year on payments to farmers.” The system incentivizes farmers to produce as much corn as possible and dump it all into the marketplace. As a result, the amount of corn harvested from American farms has grown from 4 billion bushels in 1970 to 10 billion bushels today. Finding uses for all that surplus corn is the primary task of the industrial food system. 

			Need to Know: Cargill is the world’s largest privately held corporation. Along with ADM, it buys nearly a third of all the corn grown in America. The two companies also make pesticides and fertilizers, operate most of the country’s grain elevators, feed and slaughter livestock, manufacture high-fructose corn syrup, and help to write the government regulations on which the whole system is based. Both companies declined to let Pollan inside their operations, citing “food security” concerns.

			Four: The Feedlot

			Making Meat (54,000 Kernels)

			As part of his mission to trace the industrial food chain from start to finish, Pollan purchased a steer from an independently owned ranch in South Dakota. Like almost all industrial cattle in the United States, the steer spent his first six months being raised traditionally, grazing “in lush pastures alongside his mother.” Meatpacking companies have concluded it makes the most economic sense to let independent producers get calves ready for the feedlot. After six months, however, Pollan’s steer was branded, castrated, and sent to Poky Feeders in western Kansas, a miniature city of pens, waste pools, corn-dispensing mills, and maintenance roads where he became one of 37,000 other cattle being raised onsite.

			Like buffalo and sheep, cows are ruminants—they have evolved the ability to convert grass into high-quality protein. But with millions of tons of cheap energy available in the form of commodity corn, the agricultural industry decided that efficiency was more important than evolution. When cattle were fed exclusively on grass, it took them four or five years to reach slaughter weight. Today, on a nonstop diet of corn, protein, and fat supplements, a steer grows from 80 to 1,100 pounds in only 14 to 16 months. Americans like the marbled texture and flavor of corn-fed beef, but it contains more saturated fat and less omega-3 fatty acids than the meat of grass-fed animals. Since cattle don’t naturally consume corn, eating such massive quantities frequently leads to health issues such as bloat and cow acidosis; Poky Feeders has three “hospitals” on its campus. The farm’s main health intervention, however, is adding antibiotics into the feed, a process that is widely recognized as leading to the evolution of new antibiotic-resistant superbugs. The massive amounts of manure on feedlots are also cause for concern—bacteria in the animal waste can find its way onto a cow’s hide and from there into our meat. E. coli O157:H7 thrives in the acidic stomachs of feedlot cattle and is particularly lethal to humans. 

			Need to Know: Bovine spongiform encephalopathy, commonly known as mad cow disease, was caused by the practice—now banned by the FDA—of feeding rendered cow parts back to cows. New Guinea tribesmen who ritually eat the brains of their dead relatives suffer from Kuru, a disease strikingly similar to BSE. Some scientists believe that evolution selected against cannibalism as a means to avoid such infections. 

			Five: The Processing Plant

			Making Complex Foods (18,000 Kernels)

			Pollan can’t get permission from Cargill or ADM to visit one of the country’s 25 “wet mills,” facilities that turn corn into high-fructose corn syrup, sorbitol, ethanol, xantham gum, and hundreds of other compounds. He is, however, able to arrange a demonstration of a scaled-down wet mill operation at Iowa State University’s Center for Crop Utilization Research. He watches as corn kernels are subdivided and manipulated—the yellow skin processed into various vitamins and nutritional supplements; the germ (the dark part nearest the cob) crushed for its oil; and the largest part, the endosperm, pillaged for its long chains of carbohydrate molecules, which are broken down and rearranged into organic compounds.

			When humans discovered how to preserve food—by pickling, curing, canning, freezing, etc.—it marked a monumental triumph over nature. After World War II, however, entirely new foods began to appear that could last much longer than anything grown in the earth. Margarine, Tang, Cool Whip, and other scientifically engineered products were created and marketed as improvements on nature. Corn played an essential role by supplying the carbohydrates, or sugars and starches, to these processed foods.

			Engineering new foods allowed corporations to become more efficient and increase profit margins. Their products stayed on the shelves longer and could be shipped all over the world. And by “adding value”—in the form of vitamins and minerals, or new flavors, colors, and textures—food companies are able to combat the “fixed stomach” problem: A human being can only eat about 1,500 pounds of food a year. In order to achieve the kind of growth Wall Street expects, companies need to convince consumers to pay more for those 1,500 pounds.

			Need to Know: Sweeteners derived from refined cornstarch are the corn industry’s most important product. High-fructose corn syrup—a blend of fructose and glucose—accounts for 530 million bushels of corn every year. You can replicate the process by which cornstarch is broken down into glucose by chewing on a cracker until it turns sweet. Enzymes in your saliva break the long starch molecules into shorter molecules of glucose. 

			Six: The Consumer

			A Republic of Fat

			The United States is in the midst of an obesity epidemic. Three out of every five Americans are overweight, and one out of every five is considered obese. A child born in 2000 has a one in three chance of developing diabetes. The causes of the epidemic include our sedentary lifestyles, supersize portions, marketing campaigns that target children, and more fats, carbohydrates, and processed foods in our diets. Behind many of these factors lies one common cause: a surplus of cheap corn. Corn accounts for most of the extra calories we grow, and most of the extra calories we eat. For the food industry, the smartest thing to do with this surplus of a cheap commodity is to turn it into a “value-added consumer product.” In other words, refine corn into high-fructose corn syrup. 

			Americans consume 66 pounds of high-fructose corn syrup every year; most of it in the form of soft drinks. Because it’s so cheap to produce, beverage companies and fast food chains can increase their profits by offering larger soda sizes for only a few more pennies. “Supersizing” was a tremendous psychological victory. McDonald’s executives discovered that customers who were reluctant to order a second soda or bag of fries for fear of appearing gluttonous would happily order the equivalent of two sodas or fries at one time.

			Corn subsidies and advances in food technology have caused the price of a calorie of sugar or fat to plummet since the 1970s. According to a study in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, supermarket shoppers can buy 1,200 calories of potato chips or cookies for a dollar, compared to 250 calories of a whole food like carrots. Poor Americans are most affected by these changes in the food world and suffer from the highest rates of obesity and diabetes. 

			Need to Know: Like most mammals, humans have a sweet tooth. Natural selection has predisposed us to sugars and fats because they offer the most energy (or calories) per bite. That’s why adding sugar or fat to anything makes it taste better. But processed foods have higher concentrations of these nutrients than we would ever find in nature. Diseases such as obesity and Type II diabetes occur when the body’s mechanisms for managing sugar and fat get overwhelmed.

			Seven: The Meal

			Fast Food

			At a McDonald’s near his home in California, Pollan reaches the end of the industrial food chain. He orders a cheeseburger, large fries, and a large Coke. His wife orders a Cobb Salad with Caesar dressing—a healthier menu item that, in marketing terms, “denies the denier” by “handing the child who wants to eat fast food a sharp tool with which to chip away at his parents’ objections.” Pollan’s 11-year-old son orders Chicken McNuggets, a vanilla shake, large fries, and a dessert consisting of freeze-dried pellets of ice cream. 

			Of the 38 ingredients that make up a Chicken McNugget, Pollan counts 13 derived from corn. Several others are “completely synthetic ingredients, quasi-edible substances that ultimately come not from a corn or soybean field but from a petroleum refinery or chemical plant.” These chemicals keep organic materials from going bad after months in the freezer. Later, he asks a biologist to calculate what percentage of a McDonald’s meal was derived from corn. As it turns out, a whole lot: The soda was 100% corn-made, the cheeseburger was 52%, the salad dressing was 65%, and the fries were 23%.

			Need to Know: Tyson Foods invented the chicken nugget at the request of McDonald’s in 1983. Twenty years later, in his dismissal of a lawsuit brought by a group of obese teenagers against McDonald’s, a federal judge in New York characterized McNuggets as a “McFrankenstein creation of various elements not utilized by the home cook.” Nevertheless, the nugget is widely recognized as the reason chicken supplanted beef as the most popular meat in America.

			II

			PASTORAL: GRASS

			Eight: All Flesh Is Grass

			In the book’s second section, Pollan follows the “pastoral” food chain from beginning to end. He starts with a weeklong visit to Polyface Farm, a completely self-sufficient—and thus truly “sustainable”—farm in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley owned by Joel Salatin, a self-described “Christian-conservative-libertarian-environmentalist-lunatic farmer.” Salatin is an outspoken critic of “the organic empire”—his term for the billion-dollar corporations responsible for much of the organic food on American grocery store shelves.

			At Polyface Farm, the land, animals, and crops give and take from each other in accordance with the laws of nature. It all starts with the grass, which fans out across the farm for acres and acres. The symbiotic relationship between humans and grasses is nothing short of a miracle. Our ancestors came down from the trees to hunt grass-eating animals and promoted the welfare of the savanna in order to attract and fatten their prey. In turn, grasses evolved to be more nourishing and tasty to animals, and developed a deep root system that allowed them to recover faster from fires and grazing. About 10,000 years ago, certain grass species evolved “to produce tremendous, nutritionally dense seeds that could nourish humans directly.” These ancestors of wheat, grass, and corn were a key step in the creation of agriculture. 

			At Polyface, cows spend their days grazing on grass, which is then fertilized by the droppings of roaming hens, which helps to regrow the grass so it can feed more cattle. This is how a truly sustainable food system begins. But can farms like Joel Salatin’s feed a country of more than 300 million? 

			Need to Know: As an alternative to industrial agriculture, “organic” farming has existed in America since the 1960s. The term, which implies “that nature rather than the machine should supply the proper model for agriculture,” was first used by J. I. Rodale, founding editor of Organic Gardening and Farming. Once a fringe movement, organic farming is now the fastest growing segment of the food industry. 

			Nine: Big Organic

			Pollan explores what Salatin and likeminded skeptics dismissively refer to as “Big Organic”: corporations that supply “organic” (the definition of the term as a food label is hotly contested) produce, meat, meals, and snacks to supermarkets around the country. These companies have revenues in the hundreds of millions of dollars, and several are subsidiaries of traditional food conglomerates. Pollan wants to know: Is it possible to combine the earth-friendly practices of Polyface Farm with the ruthless efficiency of the industrial food system? Or is “organic” just a marketing slogan that allows producers to charge more? 

			At Pollan’s local Whole Foods in Berkeley, the artfully managed food displays evoke a pastoral connection to animals and farms while being completely removed from them both. Not far from the store is People’s Park, site of an important moment in the “greening” of the 1960s counterculture. The “agrarian reformers” who seized the park and planted an organic garden in 1969 wanted to form a new cooperative society based on growing their own, uncontaminated food. They drew their inspiration and techniques from the Whole Earth Catalog, J. I. Rodale’s Organic Gardening and Farming, and, most importantly, Sir Albert Howard’s An Agricultural Testament. Many idealists attracted to the organic movement struggled, but others became successful beyond their wildest dreams. One example is Gene Kahn, who founded the New Cascadian Survival and Reclamation Project as a “quasi-communal hippie farm” in 1971. Cascadian Farm is now owned by General Mills, and Kahn is a vice-president at the multinational corporation. As a member of the USDA’s National Organic Standards Board, he played a key role in loosening government regulations so that certain synthetic food additives and manufacturing agents could be included in foods labeled “organic.”

			Ultimately, Pollan concludes that many of the largest organic farms bear more of a resemblance to agribusiness than to Polyface. They grow single crops year-round and use an immense amount of energy and machinery to get their products to market. Still, Pollan doesn’t necessarily disagree when Kahn tells him organic agriculture had to scale up lest it “never be anything more than yuppie food.” In the rush to get bigger, however, Big Organic has become a big contradiction. 

			Need to Know: The modern organic farming movement experienced its greatest growing pains in 1990, after 60 Minutes ran an exposé on apple growers’ use of Alar, a growth-regulating chemical that the EPA had declared a carcinogen. The resulting “Panic for Organic” led many farmers to expand ambitiously, only to find themselves in deep trouble when the Alar story went out of the news and the demand subsided. Gene Kahn was forced to sell a majority stake in his company to Welch’s.

			Ten: Grass

			Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Pasture

			Grass’s modest appearance belies the key role it plays in the natural food chain. Joel Salatin considers himself a grass farmer first and foremost. The key to his success lies with the blue fescue, white clover, timothy, sweet grass, and other varieties he grows on his well-maintained pasture, or “salad bar.” 

			Over the years, Salatin has perfected techniques that have left his land completely unspoiled (if not improved) and fed nearly as many cattle as an industrial feedlot could in the same amount of space. The most important of these strategies is “management-intensive grazing,” whereby cattle gorge themselves on a freshly grown plot of pasture and then are moved to a new plot so the original one has time to recover. Not only does the plot grow back stronger, it sucks up huge amounts of carbon from the atmosphere. Since the entire process is fueled by photosynthesis, Pollan concludes that eating a cow raised in this manner is “as close to a free lunch as we can hope to get.”

			Why, then, have so many family farms sold off their cattle? Why does most of the beef we consume come from corn-fed steers? There are number of reasons. For one, intensive grazing requires year-round maintenance. Corn, however, has a defined season, which makes farming less demanding in the winter months. The built-in infrastructure of corn farming—with its high yields and government subsidies—makes it a more predictable enterprise than raising grass-fed cattle. Lastly, as cattle have been bred to become larger, they have required more food, which can be delivered faster at a feedlot.

			Need to Know: Contrary to what Pollan first expected, an acre of pasture actually produces more nutrients—protein and carbohydrate—than an acre of corn. Grass captures more solar energy and therefore produces more biomass than a cornfield.

			Eleven: The Animals

			Practicing Complexity

			After waking up at 6 a.m., Pollan assists Polyface Farm’s two interns in rotating the broiler chicken pens. Salatin has discovered that if he moves each pen to a fresh patch of ground every 24 hours, the grass becomes richly fertilized but not destroyed. He moves his 50 pens, each containing 70 chickens, once a day for 56 days, after which the birds are slaughtered. This is just one of the clever techniques he has developed in his mission to integrate all of the farm’s elements, waste included. Another process involves herding egg-laying chickens over three-day-old cow manure (the ideal vintage, as the grubs in the cowpats have fattened up nicely). 

			Salatin believes that fostering such complex symbiotic relationships is the only way to run a truly sustainable farm. Scaling up in the name of efficiency or greater profits would inevitably disrupt the system in some way, necessitating some kind of unnatural intervention. “It’s all connected,” he tells Pollan. “This farm is more like an organism than a machine, and like any organism it has its proper scale. A mouse is the size of a mouse for a good reason, and a mouse that was the size of an elephant wouldn’t do very well.” 

			Need to Know: Modern industrial farming achieves efficiency through simplification—a monoculture of a single animal or crop. Natural systems such as Polyface Farms, however, achieve efficiency through complexity and interdependence. To turn cow manure into chicken eggs and produce beef without chemicals, you need not just cows and hens, but also larvae, grass, and bacteria. To accurately measure the efficiency of such a system you must count the products it produces (beef, eggs, chicken) as well as the expenses it eliminates: antibiotics, fertilizers, etc. 

			Twelve: Slaughter

			In a Glass Abattoir

			Pollan heads to the pasture to help round up 300 chickens for slaughter. The open-air processing shed has a sheet-metal roof but no walls because Salatin believes that “the best disinfectant in the world is fresh air and sunshine.” The set-up also aligns with his devotion to radical transparency. Industrial slaughter, by contrast, takes place indoors, well out of public view. An old exemption to federal law allows Salatin to process up to a few thousand chickens on his farm; his cattle and pigs have to be slaughtered offsite in a state or federally inspected facility. Salatin thinks the USDA makes life unnecessarily difficult for small farmers like him because its regulations are designed to fit huge slaughterhouses. For example, a federally approved processing facility must have a bathroom for the exclusive use of the USDA inspector. Polyface Farms chickens have lower bacteria counts than supermarket chickens, but inspectors don’t care because the USDA doesn’t actually set thresholds for foodborne pathogens—it lacks the authority to recall meats from packers who fail to meet the standards. 

			In the processing shed, the squawking birds are hung upside down in killing cones that immobilize them. Next, a worker draws his knife across the major artery in their necks. Their hearts continue to pump blood as they spasm for a few minutes, then go still. From there, the dead birds are dropped into a scalder that loosens their feathers with hot water, then into a plucker which pulls their feathers off. Finally, they’re placed on a stainless steel counter and gutted. At first the executions unsettle Pollan, but the rhythm of the assembly line pushes the disconcerting thoughts out of his head. Although he is glad to experience this most crucial link in the food chain up close and personal, he admits to Salatin that he would not want to slaughter chickens every day. In fact, Polyface Farm only does it six days a month. “Processing but a few days a month means we can actually think about what we’re doing,” Salatin tells him, “and be as careful and humane as possible.”

			Need to Know: The requirement to process beeves and hogs at a USDA-approved packing plant adds a dollar to every pound of beef or pork Polyface Farm sells. The meat can’t be cured on the farm, either, because curing is considered manufacturing, and manufacturing is not allowed in an area zoned for agriculture. 

			Thirteen: The Market

			“Greetings from the Non-Barcode People”

			While a substantial proportion of Polyface Farm’s products are sold on-site, its chicken, beef, ham, and eggs also make their way to local restaurants and farmer’s markets throughout Virginia and Washington, DC. Salatin adamantly refuses to ship his food long distances or sell it into supermarkets; participating in the national supply chain goes against his deeply held beliefs about the value of eating local. By selling his food on the farm, Salatin also “recaptures the ninety-two cents of a consumer’s food dollar that now typically winds up in the pockets of processors, middlemen, and retailers.”

			Remaining fiercely independent and outside the conventional food system has other benefits. In “opting out,” Salatin is no longer producing commodities—anonymous products that are indistinguishable from every other chicken or steak or egg in the store. Polyface has a reputation built on years of hard work that his customers—in particular, chefs at upscale restaurants around Charlottesville and Staunton—appreciate. His food is in demand because it is unique and of high quality. He appreciates this dynamic, and believes it underscores the value for both farmers and consumers in cultivating local relationships. Pollan agrees with much of this philosophy, but asks Salatin whether the premium prices his customers pay make his food elitist. Salatin fiercely rejects this reasoning, arguing that the true price of industrially produced food is much higher than its sticker price once you factor in the hidden costs of water pollution, antibiotic resistance, foodborne illnesses, etc.

			Need to Know: In 1950, Americans spent a fifth of their disposable income on food. Nowadays, the percentage is down to a tenth. That’s less than any other industrialized nation, “and probably less than any people in the history of the world.” 

			Fourteen: The Meal

			Grass Fed

			At the end of the “pastoral” food chain, Pollan heads to a friend’s house in Charlottesville to prepare a meal designed around three key products from the Polyface Farm: eggs, sweet corn, and chicken. On the way over, he picks up a bottle of Virginia wine, some locally grown rocket lettuce, and Belgian chocolate—not everything can or need be local, he declares. 

			Pollan marvels at the ingredients as he cooks his meal of roasted chicken, corn, salad, and chocolate soufflé. The egg yolks he uses for the soufflé are “a gorgeous carroty shade of orange” and possess “an unusual integrity” He brines the chicken in a bath consisting of “water, kosher salt, sugar, a bay leaf, a splash of soy sauce, a garlic clove, and a small handful of peppercorns and coriander seeds” before slow roasting it on a wood fire. The ears of corn were “so fresh that the husks squealed as you pulled them back.” His final assessment? “I don’t mind saying the chicken was out of this world.… I could taste the brine and apple wood, of course, but also the chicken itself, which more than held its own against those strong flavors.” 

			Need to Know: Human beings have evolved to eat the kinds of foods our hunter-gatherer ancestors ate. We’ve had less than 10,000 years to adjust to agricultural foods, and less than a century to adapt to industrial agricultural foods. Grass-fed animals have a similar diet to the wild game our ancestors hunted. Therefore, it makes evolutionary sense that pastured meat would be better for us. Most important, meat, eggs, and milk from grass-fed animals have higher levels of omega-3s, which are essential fatty acids in the cells of green plants that play a key role in the development and health of neurons. 

			III

			PERSONAL: THE FOREST

			Fifteen: The Forager

			The final section of the book focuses on the shortest and most intimate food chain: hunting and gathering. It’s the “food system” our ancestors relied on before the development of agriculture some 10,000 years ago. For his final meal, Pollan vows to eat only food that he personally grows, hunts, or gathers in the woods. He’s never shot a gun, much less hunted and dressed a kill, nor does he have any idea how to differentiate between edible mushrooms and berries and the deadly varieties. Fortunately, he finds a guide: a Sicilian-born forager, gourmand, and all-around foodsmith named Angelo Garro, who allows Pollan to join his walks in the northern California woods.

			First, Pollan needs to get a hunting license and some gun training. The process takes a few months, but in anticipation of his upcoming excursions with Garro he begins to scrutinize his natural environment for sources of food. During one hike near his home, he comes across a chanterelle mushroom that appears edible. A reference book seems to confirm the fungus’s safety. Ultimately, however, Pollan’s uncertainty and anxiety overwhelms his risk tolerance, and he winds up chucking the chanterelle without taking a single bite. The experience leaves him frustrated. “I didn’t realize it at the time,” he observes, “but I had impaled myself that afternoon on the horns of the omnivore’s dilemma.” 

			Need to Know: Along with its great many blessings, agriculture brought humans backbreaking labor and a host of problems, including infectious disease and malnutrition. Hunter-gatherers were stronger, lived longer, and spent less time working to feed themselves than agriculturists. The prevailing theory is that humans as a species left off hunting and gathering because we “ruined a perfectly good lifestyle by overdoing it.”

			Sixteen: The Omnivore’s Dilemma

			Many organisms are dependent on a single source of food. The monarch butterfly evolved to eat only milkweed, the koala only eucalyptus leaves. Human beings, however, are omnivores—we can eat a great many different things in nature. This quality is deeply inscribed in our bodies, from our omnicompetent teeth, capable of tearing flesh and grinding plants, to our highly adaptable jaws. Specialist eaters don’t have to devote energy to determining if something is edible or not. But if their sole food source runs out, they die. The greater variety of food sources available to omnivores means that we have a better chance of scrounging up enough nutrients to survive. 

			But too much choice can be catastrophic. If we can eat anything, how do we know to steer clear of food sources that will kill us? Our senses of smell and taste are crucial. We like sweet things because sweetness signals carbohydrates, which our body craves and are usually safe to consume. Bitter foods repel us because plants that contain toxins are often bitter. 

			Nowadays, we don’t worry that something we pick up at the store will kill us instantly. Instead, we worry that it may cause heart disease, diabetes, or cancer, and kill us slowly. Industrial agriculture and corporate marketing deliberately obscures our food sources, heightening our anxiety and causing us to seesaw back and forth between fad diets and the latest scientific findings. Countries with deeply rooted food cultures, such as Japan, don’t face this dilemma; their cuisines have been tweaked for safety, nutrition, and enjoyment over thousands of years.

			Need to Know: Anthropologists believe that cooking made us who we are. By making plants and animals more digestible, the new technology dramatically boosted the amount of energy available to early humans, resulting in a big increase in the size of the hominoid brain roughly 1.9 million years ago. 

			Seventeen: The Ethics of Eating Animals

			In Animal Liberation, Peter Singer argues that eating a creature that can experience suffering is immoral because other options for human sustenance exist. In his words, it’s a choice between “a lifetime of suffering for a non-human animal and the gastronomic preferences of a human being.” Reading the book, Pollan is alternately sympathetic, defensive, and incredulous. To immerse himself more fully in the debate, he decides to give up meat and become a vegetarian for a time. He doesn’t much care for the experience; aside from the extra time he must dedicate to meal planning, he feels his dietary restrictions make him a difficult dinner guest, and he worries about losing connections to his identity and cultural traditions, such as Thanksgiving turkey and his mother’s beef brisket at Passover.

			Pollan recognizes that if the animals on Polyface Farm were left to the wild, their lives in all likelihood would be brutal, nasty, and short. He also knows that a nation of vegans would require an enormous increase in land usage and energy inputs, which would likely have disastrous consequences for the environment. Human evolution (we’re built to eat meat) and animal predation in nature are two more arguments in favor of the omnivore diet, as is philosopher Daniel Dennett’s distinction between pain and suffering, the latter of which “depends on a degree of self-consciousness only a handful of animals appear to command.” Ultimately, Pollan concludes that the best answer is not to give up meat, but to advocate for greater transparency and an end to the industrial feedlots, slaughterhouses, and chicken farms that keep animals in deplorable conditions and deliberately obscure our connection to our food sources. 

			Need to Know: For thousands of years, religion and ritual have played a crucial role in helping humans come to terms with the moral dilemma of killing animals. Christians say grace, and Native Americans and other hunter-gatherers give thanks to the animal for sacrificing its life to sustain the eater. In biblical times, the laws governing ritual slaughter required a rotation so that no one would have to kill animals every day and thereby become inured to the severity of the act. 

			Eighteen: Hunting

			The Meat

			Pollan and Angelo Garro drive to Sonoma County to hunt wild boar on the 1,000-acre property owned by Angelo’s friend Richard. Though deer, turkeys, and other animals live in the area, wild boar are considered an invasive species, so Pollan feels more comfortable hunting them. Also, Angelo says he can make an amazing wild boar prosciutto. 

			Taking up his position underneath a tree, Pollan observes that his mental state is similar to the effects of smoking marijuana. He finds his vision, hearing, and concentration sharpened; every movement and sound in the forest becomes amplified and dramatic. His connection to the natural world feels ancient and instinctive. But when a boar comes within his sights, Pollan discovers that he hasn’t pumped his rifle. He gives the shot to Richard, who kills the animal. 

			A month later, Pollan redeems himself by killing a 190-pound sow. He feels unadulterated joy in the moments immediately afterwards, but when Angelo cuts open the sow’s stomach and pulls out the viscera, Pollan’s happiness turns to deep disgust. The revulsion is partly his body’s way of telling him not to eat the viscera, which could make him sick, but it’s also deeper than that. According to Paul Rozin, most of the things that universally disgust humans—bodily fluids, decaying flesh, etc.—come from animals. The disgust Pollan feels at the messiness of the sow’s dead body is intimately connected to the similarities he shares with the animal (they’re the same weight) and to his own fear of death. This, he decides is “one of the signal virtues of hunting: It puts large questions about who we and the animals are, and the nature of our respective deaths, squarely before the hunter.” 

			Need to Know: The heightened sensory awareness and meditative mental state Pollan experienced on his first hunting trip has been described by the Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset as a “vacation from the human condition.” We connect to our prehistoric selves, and to the earth, through the animal we pursue. For Ortega, hunting was the only authentic way to return to “an earlier mode of being human” and escape the circumstances of modern life. 

			Nineteen: Gathering

			The Fungi

			Three weeks after a heavy rain, Angelo Garro invites Pollan to go mushroom hunting with him. An expert hunter, Garro can spot chanterelles where Pollan sees nothing but leaf litter. The mushroom’s ability to hide in plain sight is just one of its mysterious qualities. We don’t know why mushrooms grow when and where they do, and the evolutionary reason why some are toxic and others hallucinogenic is unclear. What we call a mushroom is actually the “fruiting body” of an underground network of microscopic hyphae, “long rootlike cells that spread themselves through the soil like neurons.” Fungi do not have chlorophyll—like animals, they get their energy from plants. Their ability to decompose and recycle organic material makes them essential to life on earth—without them, the carbon cycle would break down and living organisms would run out of things to eat. 

			On a second mushroom hunting trip, Pollan ventures into the Eldorado National Forest to look for “burn morels”—morels that fruit in the spring following a pine forest fire. He experiences the “pop-out effect,” a phenomenon described by psychologists who study visual perception. In chaotic or monochromatic visual fields such as a forest floor, it’s difficult to reliably distinguish a given object. But if we fix our minds on the distinct color, pattern, or shape of the object, it will “pop out” of the field as if we willed it to appear. Humans evolved this mental/visual capability as a means of survival—with the exception of brightly colored fruits, everything our ancestors wanted to eat in the forest was hidden from them. In this respect, a forest is the exact opposite of a garden or farm. Everything in a garden exists to satisfy our desires; by evolving to meet our needs, crops increased their numbers and habitat. But the forest is indifferent—it “exists completely outside the realm of our domestic arrangements.” 

			Need to Know: As when he hunted wild boar, Pollan experiences a heightened sensitivity to his surroundings while he gathers morels in Eldorado National Forest. Because there is no direct correlation between the work of hunting and gathering and the results—he could spend hours searching the forest floor and not find a single mushroom—he feels a deep sense of gratitude for every morel he picks. They are “a wondrous and unaccountable gift” and evidence of his deep connection to the natural world.

			Twenty: The Perfect Meal

			In the book’s final chapter, Pollan reaches the end of the “personal” food chain and cooks a meal consisting almost exclusively of food he has hunted, foraged, or grown. In addition to braised leg and grilled loin of wild boar, the dinner includes sautéed morels, sourdough bread made with wild yeast gathered from the Berkeley air, and a galette with Bing cherries picked from a neighbor’s tree. Pollan spends nearly a week planning the meal and, on the day of the dinner party, starts cooking at 8 a.m. 

			His guests include Angelo, Richard, and numerous other people who helped him learn how to hunt and gather over the past few months. At first, Pollan is nervous that he has bitten off more than he can chew, but with Angelo’s help he completes the meal on time, and the party is a success. In fact, he declares it the “perfect meal”—not only because it is delicious, but also because he knows exactly where all the food came from and “the precise sacrifice of time and energy and life it had entailed.” The radical transparency of the meal is what makes it so powerful, and what sets it in direct opposition to the fast-food meal he ate at the end of the “industrial” food chain. Pollan recognizes that neither way of eating is realistic or sustainable, but suggests that they might be preserved as yearly rituals that have valuable lessons to teach us about how we interact with the world.

			Need to Know: The elaborate, time-consuming, and joyful experience of preparing and eating a meal made from ingredients he had personally hunted or gathered taught Pollan the book’s key lesson: “However we choose to feed ourselves, we eat by the grace of nature, not industry, and what we’re eating is never anything more or less than the body of the world.” 

			Afterword: The Omnivore’s Dilemma Now

			Pollan takes stock of the state of food in America in 2016, ten years after the original publication of The Omnivore’s Dilemma. Many signs are encouraging: The number of farmers’ markets in the country has increased by 180% and the demand for organic and unprocessed (or at least less-processed) food has exploded. Concern about what we eat has gone mainstream. Fast-food chains and industrial agriculture conglomerates advertise policies long sought by food reformers, such as antibiotic-free livestock. Despite this progress, however, corn is still king. In 2015, the total haul of industrial corn actually exceeded the haul in 2006. Until government policies line up with the public’s nutritional needs—as opposed to the interests of big business—the status quo will remain.

			Need to Know: Between 2006 and 2016, alternatives to the industrial agriculture have grown impressively in size and scope, but as long as our national food system remains organized around monocultures of corn and soy, we will continue to pollute our environment by burning huge amounts of fossil fuel and suffer from rising health care costs associated with chronic diseases such as Type II diabetes and obesity.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Earl “Rusty” Butz: US Secretary of Agriculture under President Richard Nixon. To combat a consumer revolt over high grocery prices in the 1970s, he restructured the loan system in place since the 1930s and began paying subsidies directly to farmers. 

			Department of Food and Agriculture (USDA): Federal government agency charged with overseeing the US’s farm and food policy. Its corn subsidies have radically altered the American farming system, and its regulations concerning the slaughtering and packing of meat are an anathema to small farmers like Joel Salatin. 

			Angelo Garro: Sicilian-born San Francisco gourmand, boar hunter, and mushroom forager who guides Pollan while he is assembling his final meal at the end of the “personal” food chain.

			Temple Grandin: Animal-handling expert who has helped to design many slaughterhouses and audits the National Beef Plant’s slaughter of cattle for McDonald’s.

			Fritz Haber: Nobel Prize–winning German Jewish chemist whose invention of synthetic nitrogen led to artificial fertilizers and revolutionized the farming industry. Haber has fallen into obscurity for the role he played in developing and using poison gas as part of the German war effort in World War I. 

			Gene Kahn: Founder of Cascadian Farm, whose transformation from a “quasi-communal hippie farm” in the 1970s to a subsidiary of General Mills and producer of organic frozen TV dinners symbolizes the story of “Big Organic.”

			George Naylor: Farmer in Greene County, Iowa, who grows a monoculture of number 2 corn on his approximately 500 acres of land. Pollan visits Naylor to find out why corn dominates the US farm system.

			J. I. Rodale: Health food fanatic from New York City’s Lower East Side who founded Organic Gardening and Farming in 1940. The magazine became a bible of the alternative food movement in the 1960s. 

			Joel Salatin: Owner of Polyface Farm in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley. Salatin’s success in creating a fully sustainable farm and his refusal to ship his food long distances, sell it into grocery stores, wholesale it, or otherwise take part in any aspect of the mainstream industrial food system has made him something of a folk hero.

			Peter Singer: Australian moral philosopher and author of Animal Liberation, which argues in favor of vegetarianism.

			Paul Rozin: University of Pennsylvania psychologist who coined the term “omnivore’s dilemma” in an influential 1976 paper titled “The Selection of Foods by Rats, Humans, and Other Animals.”

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“How did we ever get to a point where we need investigative journalists to tell us where our food comes from and nutritionists to determine the dinner menu?”

			Pollan marvels at the sad state of American food culture, which, generally speaking, is defined by fad diets, corporate marketing schemes, and ignorance. Particularly troubling to him was the anti-carbohydrate paranoia of the early 2000s and the sudden disappearance of wholesome foods such as bread and pasta from the family dinner table and restaurant menus. But there is a long tradition in America of viewing food not as a whole, but as the sum of its scientifically identified nutrients. In an effort to “improve on nature,” nutrients are added to or subtracted from foods depending on the latest scientific research. This makes it difficult for the average consumer to figure out exactly what’s in his or her food, which exacerbates the “omnivore’s dilemma”—the anxiety that comes with being able to eat almost anything and having to make a choice about what we should eat.

			“As a relatively new nation drawn from many different immigrant populations, each with its own culture and food, Americans have never had a single, strong, stable culinary tradition to guide us.”

			Pollan places some of the blame for our current food confusion on our history as a nation. Other industrialized countries, such as Japan, Italy, and France, don’t suffer from nearly as many food-related anxieties and illnesses as Americans. In these countries, which have a single, dominant food culture, the knowledge of what and how to eat is passed down from generation to generation in rituals, habits, manners, and recipes. The lack of such a stable culinary tradition “leaves us especially vulnerable to the blandishments of the food scientist and the marketer, for whom the omnivore’s dilemma is not so much a dilemma as an opportunity.”

			“The great edifice of variety and choice that is an American supermarket turns out to rest on a remarkably narrow biological foundation … dominated by a single species: Zea mays, the giant tropical grass most Americans know as corn.”

			Everywhere Pollan turns in the industrial food chain, he finds corn. We feed it to cattle, chicken, and fish, and add its chemically engineered derivatives to mayonnaise, soda, salad dressing, ketchup, ice cream, and many other staples of the American diet. Byproducts of corn can be found in approximately a quarter of the products in the typical American grocery store. 

			“Very simply, we subsidize high-fructose corn syrup in this country, but not carrots.”

			For various reasons related to “food security” and supporting American agribusiness companies, the federal government’s food policy favors the cheap calories that come from corn over the calories that come from fruits and vegetables. The major shift in policy began under the Nixon Administration and Secretary of Agriculture Earl “Rusty” Butz, who instituted a policy of paying directly to farmers the difference between the target price of corn and its actual market price. As a result, the market was soon flooded with cheap commodity corn, driving down grocery prices and incentivizing companies to develop new uses for the grain. Nowadays, huge agribusinesses such as Cargill and ADM play a major role in drafting the legislation that strongly encourages American farmers to grow monocultures of corn or soybean. 

			“Society is not bearing the cost of water pollution, of antibiotic resistance, of foodborne illnesses, of crop subsidies, of subsidized oil and water—off all the hidden costs to the environment and the taxpayer that make cheap food seem cheap.”

			In this statement, Joel Salatin defends the premium prices that his customers at Polyface Farms pay for sustainable meat and produce by arguing that “cheap” food such as a McDonald’s meal isn’t really so cheap if you look at its impact on our health and environment. Chronic food-related illnesses such as obesity and Type II diabetes are a huge drain on our health care system, and industrial agriculture burns enormous amounts of fossil fuels, which contributes to global warming. Knowing the true cost of our food is nearly impossible for the typical American consumer, a situation that benefits the industrial food conglomerates. However, the historically low percentage (a tenth) of our disposable income that we spend on food suggests that many of us would be able to pay a little more for better food if we chose to. 

			“To eat with a fuller consciousness of all that is at stake might sound like a burden, but in practice few things in life can afford quite as much satisfaction. By comparison, the pleasures of eating industrially, which is to say eating in ignorance, are fleeting.”

			This is perhaps the central conceit of The Omnivore’s Dilemma, a lesson borne out in the stark difference between the fast-food meal that Pollan and his family eat at the end of the industrial food chain and the “slow-food” feast he prepares from ingredients he personally gathered or hunted. For Pollan, the latter meal is “perfect” because of its transparency and because it’s “been fully paid for, [it] leaves no debt outstanding.” 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Central Iowa, where much of the US corn crop is grown, has some of the world’s richest soil, yet imports nearly 80% of its food.

					Fewer than two million American farmers feed a population of more than 300 million people. That’s one farmer for every 150 Americans. A century ago, one in four Americans lived on a farm and the average farm fed its family and 12 other people.

					Due to government subsidies, a bushel of corn sells for a dollar less than it costs to produce.

					The federal government spends approximately $5 billion a year to subsidize corn farmers.

					Four giant meatpacking corporations are responsible for slaughtering and marketing 80% of the beef cattle raised in the United States.

					In 2000, the United Nations reported that for the first time in world history, more people suffered from overnutrition—consuming too much food—than malnutrition.

					Studies show that when people are given atypically large food portions, they will eat up to 30% more than they normally do.

					In the 1950s, American spent approximately 20% of their disposable income on food. Today they spend approximately 10%.

					Anthropologists believe that hunting and gathering food actually required much less time—approximately 17 hours a week—than cultivating agriculture.

					The wild boar of northern California descended from the domestic pigs Russian settlers brought with them in the 1840s and an unknown number of wild Eurasian boars introduced into the area as a big game species some years later. 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Biodiversity: The variety of life in a certain ecosystem. Nature always practices biodiversity, and humans often get in trouble when they try to maximize efficiencies by simplifying nature’s complexities. 

			Concentrated Animal Feeding Operation (CAFO): Industry term for a feedlot where livestock are raised in accordance with industrial practices. Pollan visits a cattle feedlot, Poky Farms, in Garden City, Kansas. 

			Food chain: The complex web of links that connect producer organisms (plants that make their own food by drawing energy from the sun) to consumer organisms (animals, fungi, or bacteria that feed on organic matter).

			Food system: Food industry term for the typically long process that takes a raw ingredient—often, corn—and turns it into a marketed item to be purchased by a consumer. 

			High-fructose corn syrup (HFCS): Sweetener made from 55% fructose and 45% glucose that tastes exactly as sweet as sugar. It is the most valuable product refined from corn, accounting for 530 million bushels per year. 

			Hybridization: The process of crossing one corn plant with another with the goal of encouraging specific traits in the offspring. 

			Management-intensive grazing: A process whereby cattle are regularly moved to different sections of a pasture so they don’t graze excessively on any single parcel. It allows cattle to eat continuously while preserving the land from overgrazing.

			Monoculture: Agricultural system dedicated to growing a single crop such as corn or soybean, or raising a single species of animal such as cattle. 

			Mycology: The scientific study of fungi, including mushrooms. 

			Mycophile: A person who likes to eat mushrooms, and whose hobbies might include hunting wild mushrooms. 

			Neophobia and Neophilia: Twin pillars of the omnivore’s dilemma: The fear of ingesting anything unfamiliar and its opposite, the risky but necessary openness to new tastes. 

			Nutraceutical: Food industry term for a processed food product that has been “enhanced” by the addition of vitamins and minerals. These are marketed as healthy options for food consumers.

			“Opting out”: Term for conscientious farmers or consumers who decide to remove themselves from the national industrial food chain.

			Omega-3s: Essential fatty acids created in the cells of green plants like grass. They play a key role in the growth and health of neurons. 

			Superbug: A bacterial infection that is resistant to antibiotics. The recent rise of superbugs is related to the massive amounts of antibiotics necessary to keep industrial livestock healthy. 

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					A New York Times Book Review and Washington Post Ten Best Books of the Year in 2006 

					2007 James Beard Writing on Food Award winner

					2007 California Book Award Winner

					2006 National Book Critics Circle Award finalist

					New York Times bestseller

					Los Angeles Times bestseller

			

			“[Pollan’s] book is an eater’s manifesto, and he touches on a vast array of subjects, from food fads and taboos to our avoidance of not only our food’s animality, but also our own.… His approach is steeped in honesty and self-awareness. His cause is just, his thinking is clear, and his writing is compelling.” —The Washington Post

			“[The Omnivore’s Dilemma is] a fascinating journey up and down the food chain, one that might change the way you read the label on a frozen dinner, dig into a steak, or decide whether to buy organic eggs. You’ll certainly never look at a Chicken McNugget the same way again.” —Publishers Weekly

			“Michael Pollan’s outstanding The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals is a wide-ranging invitation to think through the moral ramifications of our current eating habits. Pollan undertakes a pilgrim’s progress along modern food chains, setting standards for ethical eating which the industrial approach of Whole Foods and its suppliers fails to satisfy.” —The New Yorker

			“Michael Pollan is a magician. In his previous book, The Botany of Desire, he turned apples and potatoes into a bestseller. Now he turns corn and cows, pigs and chickens into a brilliant, eye-opening account of how we produce, market and agonize over what we eat. If you ever thought ‘what’s for dinner’ was a simple question, you’ll change your mind after reading Pollan’s searing indictment of today’s food industry—and his glimpse of some inspiring alternatives.” —The Seattle Times

			“In an effort to reconnect us with where our food comes from, Pollan pries into everything from corn subsidies to wild pig proliferation in California.… Pollan adeptly analyzes ‘our national eating disorder’—cyclical food faddism, overeating, and guilt—from political, agricultural, anthropological, and evolutionary psychological perspectives. Virtually every page contains an interesting factual tidbit or a clever turn of phrase about what we eat and why.” —Reason

		

	
		
			About Michael Pollan

			Michael Pollan is a food and environmental journalist and a leading authority of American food culture. He was the executive editor of Harper’s Magazine from 1984 to 1994, and has been a contributing writer to The New York Times Magazine since 1987. In 1991, Pollan published his first book, Second Nature, a collection of essay-length reflections on gardening. In 1997, he wrote A Place of My Own: The Architecture of Daydreams, a chronicle of his experience designing and building the small hut in the woods where he writes. His third book, The Botany of Desire: A Plant’s-Eye View of the World (2001), was a New York Times bestseller that was later adapted into a PBS documentary film.

			Pollan is best known, however, for his 2006 treatise, The Omnivore’s Dilemma. Equal parts food history and cri de coeur against modern American food production and consumption habits, the book was a New York Times bestseller, winner of the James Beard Award, and finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award. It is credited with getting millions of Americans to think more deeply about how and what they eat, and contributing to the rise of farmers’ markets, organic products, and “foodie” culture itself in the past decade. The book has been so influential that Pollan published a children’s edition in 2009. His recent books, In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto (2008), Food Rules: An Eater’s Manual (2009), and Cooked: A Natural History of Transformation (2013) were all New York Times bestsellers. In Defense of Food and Cooked have been adapted into documentary series on PBS and Netflix, respectively, and Pollan has appeared in numerous other documentaries, including the Academy Award–nominated Food, Inc. (2008), Vanishing of the Bees (2009), and Fed Up (2014). He lives in the Bay Area with his wife and son and is the John S. and James L. Knight Professor of Journalism at UC Berkeley’s Graduate School of Journalism.

		

	
		
			For Your Information

			Online

			“Author Michael Pollan: ‘The Omnivore’s Dilemma’.” NPR.

			“A decade after ‘The Omnivore’s Dilemma,’ Michael Pollan sees signs of hope.” The Washington Post.

			“In Defense of Food and the Rise of ‘Healthy-ish.’” The Atlantic.

			“Lost In The Supermarket: Michael Pollan On How The Food Industry Has Changed The Way We Eat.” The Sun.

			“Michael Pollan’s official website.

			“An Open Letter to the Next Farmer in Chief.” The New York Times Magazine.

			Books

			Animal Liberation by Peter Singer

			Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life by Barbara Kingsolver

			The Art of Simple Food: Notes, Lessons, and Recipes from a Delicious Revolution by Alice Waters

			Catching Fire: How Cooking Made Us Human by Richard Wrangham

			Consider the Fork: A History of How We Cook and Eat by Bee Wilson

			Food Inc.: A Participant Guide: How Industrial Food is Making Us Sicker, Fatter, and Poorer –And What You Can Do About It, edited by Karl Weber

			Other Books by Michael Pollan

			Cooked: A Natural History of Transformation

			In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto
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