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PREFACE

THE OMNIVORE’S DILEMMA,  TWENTY YEARS LATER

When I first set out to report and write about what we now call the food system, I ran into a brick wall with editors in New York. This was in the late 1990s and early aughts. I was chasing stories about the new genetically modified crops, the fight over the federal definition of “organic,” and the rise of gigantic factory farms—stories that would eventually find their way into The Omnivore’s Dilemma—but few people seemed interested. At first I was baffled. I had read my Wendell Berry and had taken to heart his famous dictum “Eating is an agricultural act.” Didn’t everybody know that?

But for cosmopolitan Americans around the turn of the millennium, the seemingly obvious connection between agriculture and eating was apparently not obvious at all. Maybe that was my problem! “Agriculture” was a distant and musty abstraction, something that happens in I states like Iowa and Indiana, and of no conceivable interest to urban readers. I revised my pitches, dropped the word “agriculture,” which to the typical editor in New York might as well have been something that happens in Alpha Centauri, and replaced it with “food.” Instead of pitching a piece about factory farms, for instance, I proposed a story about “how a prime cut of beef finds its way from a pasture in South Dakota to a steakhouse in New York.”

It worked, almost like magic. Who isn’t interested in food? It turned out that editors in New York were especially keen on it; many of them were foodies and, at least in those days, had healthy expense accounts. The assignments began to flow, and thus began the education that led to the book you hold in your hands or have in your ear.

I mention this background because tracing the lines of connection between our farming and our eating is at the very heart of The Omnivore’s Dilemma. A century or so ago, the question of where our food comes from would have been too obvious to pose, let alone investigate and write a book about. In 1900, four of every ten Americans were farmers, and everyone else was likely related to one. But as the food chains that fed us grew longer and more intricate, they became invisible to most of us, to the point where urban Americans were satisfied with the answer “Food comes from the supermarket.”

That answer no longer suffices. At the risk of sounding immodest, this book helped start a conversation about food and farming in America that has only deepened in the two decades since its publication in 2006. I hasten to add that mine wasn’t the only or even the first such book: Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation (2001) and Marion Nestle’s Food Politics (2002) had come out a few years before this one. All three books sought to connect a great many far-flung dots: between the way we farm and the way we eat, but also between industrial agriculture and obesity (and chronic disease); farm policy and the environmental crisis; the rise of fast food and the collapse of home cooking; monoculture farming and fossil fuels; concentration in the food industry and the hollowing out of rural America. The connection between all of these seemingly discrete phenomena became immediately clear as soon as you began to think in terms of a “food system,” a concept you hardly ever heard about when I was writing this book.

Another concept you hardly ever heard about back then was “food politics,” as Marion Nestle reminded me recently. When in the early 2000s she told the dean of her school at New York University the title of her latest book, he wrinkled his brow and asked, “What does food have to do with politics?”

“No one ever asks me that question anymore,” Marion points out. Food has become a political issue. In the years after The Omnivore’s Dilemma came out in 2006, something that looked very much like a movement began to take shape. True, it never coalesced around any single issue. For better or worse, the food movement was and remains a baggy coalition of a great many groups pushing a great many different issues: fighting food insecurity, curbing pesticide use, reforming farm policy, promoting farmer’s markets, advancing farmworker and food worker rights, passing stiffer food safety laws, promoting animal welfare, etc. And these factions sometimes work at crosspurposes. For example, activists working to strengthen food safety rules sometimes run afoul of local food advocates, who worry that the burden of new regulations will hinder the revival of smallfarm agriculture. Still, to watch so much activism galvanize around food and farming filled many of us with hope that things might actually change.

For me, the highwater mark of that hope came during the 2008 presidential campaign, when Barack Obama gave an interview to Time magazine in which he concisely summarized the critique of the food system presented in this book (and restated in an article I had published that fall):


I was just reading an article in The New York Times by Michael Pollan about food and the fact that our entire agricultural system is built on cheap oil. As a consequence, our agriculture sector actually is contributing more greenhouse gases than our transportation sector. And in the meantime, it’s creating monocultures that are vulnerable to national security threats, are now vulnerable to skyhigh food prices or crashes in food prices, huge swings in commodity prices, and are partly responsible for the explosion in our health care costs because they’re contributing to Type 2 diabetes, stroke and heart disease, obesity.



Could it be possible that the nascent food movement might soon have an ally in the White House? It certainly seemed that way. Obama campaigned aggressively in Iowa, promising to stand up to Big Food and vowing to regulate CAFOs (Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations) “just like any other polluter” and to give local communities a say in the siting of CAFOs. On the campaign trail, he told Iowans that they had a right to know where in the world their food came from and whether it had been genetically modified. In ways small and large, Obama left the impression that he embraced the food movement’s critique of the food system and shared its aspirations for reforming it. By the way, Obama won Iowa—twice!—the last Democrat to do so.

But aspirations are cheap and, as the candidate and the movement soon learned, the power of agribusiness formidable. A few short days after his interview with Time, Senator Charles Grassley, aka the Senior Senator from Corn, blasted Obama for his heretical views on American agriculture, suggesting he was blaming farmers for obesity and pollution. A campaign spokesman quickly walked back Obama’s remarks, explaining that the candidate was merely “paraphrasing an article he’d read.” Big Food had spoken, and taught Obama and the rest of us a painful lesson about just what we were up against.

Once in the White House, the Obamas continued to nurture the hopes of food reformers. In the spring of 2009, Michelle Obama planted an organic vegetable garden on the White House lawn, a symbolic but nevertheless powerful act that thrilled the food movement. But her use of organic methods brought down the wrath of the chemical industry. An industry front group labeled the Obamas “organic limousine liberals” and called on the First Lady to use pesticides in her garden, never mind that she had no need for them. The dustup was a preview of things to come: Whatever steps the Obamas took to reform the food system would be met by ferocious attacks from industry—and, alas, would all too often result in retreat on the part of the administration. Though Michelle Obama did notch a significant victory with the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010. The bill made meaningful reforms to the school lunch program that the Trump administration is now rolling back. Big Food’s favorite line of attack? To depict efforts to improve the food system as “elitist,” leading America down the path to a “nanny state.”

The charge of elitism stung, not least because it contained more than a kernel of truth. The food movement has been mainly a coastal phenomenon, attracting the wellheeled and well-educated who could afford to buy sustainably and humanely grown food. Many of the changes the movement sought—such as tighter regulation of factory farms and pesticides, higher pay for food workers, and rules favoring organic agriculture and grassfed meat—threatened to increase the price of food. This fact, I think, sharply circumscribed its power and appeal. Cheap food—which stands as the single great accomplishment of the industrial food system—is bound to be politically popular, even if that cheap food comes at a very high price to our health and the health of our planet, not to mention the taxpayer footing the bill for crop subsidies. Since at least the French Revolution, politicians have been very fond of cheap food, no matter what the cost, and understandably so.

The legacy of the Obamas’ engagement with food issues has been to make clear to anyone paying attention that food is political, a matter of public debate, and is likely to become more so in the future. How do we know that? Because it will be difficult, if not impossible, to address the climate crisis without addressing the carbon footprint of industrial agriculture, and difficult, if not impossible, to address the explosion in health care costs without addressing the American diet, which is largely responsible for the chronic diseases that most of our health care dollars go to treat.

TWENTY YEARS AFTER its publication, you might think—and I certainly hoped!—this book would have fallen hopelessly out of date. But looking at the landscape of food and farming today, I’m sorry to report that things haven’t changed all that much. King Corn still rules the American heartland, where 97 million acres are dedicated to that single crop, up from 78 million acres when this book was first published. Chemically intensive monoculture farming remains the rule, encouraged by lavish federal subsidies that discourage farmers from trying anything else. The American taxpayer continues to subsidize the least healthy calories in the supermarket. Our government is backing both sides in the war against type 2 diabetes and obesity: spending billions to treat these chronic diseases while subsidizing the production of highfructose corn syrup. The vast surpluses of corn, and soybeans, its partner in the fields, remain the essential building blocks of the food Americans eat—the meat and dairy and processed foods that dominate the American diet. Meanwhile, the small number of corporations that dominate meatpacking, seeds, chemical fertilizers and pesticides, grain trading and processing, fast food and supermarkets has only gotten smaller since 2006, as oligopolies tighten their grip on the industrial food chain that feeds most of us.

But not all the news is dire. Some things have changed for the better. Americans are paying more attention to what they eat—both its healthfulness (or lack thereof ) and provenance. Millions of us have opted out of the industrial food economy. Today, you can find organic food in virtually every supermarket; organic is now a thriving $65 billion industry (up from $13 billion in 2005). Add to that the market for local food—the USDA estimates there are now more than 7,600 farmer’s markets in America (up from 4,000 in 2005) and another 7,200 CSAs (community supported agriculture, or subscription farms)—plus all the animal products labeled grass fed or humanely raised, and you have an alternative food economy easily worth more than $100 billion a year. While the government dithers, consumers are voting with their forks for a different kind of food system.

Another important change since this book was published was the emergence of a word: “ultraprocessed,” as in ultraprocessed food. The term does not appear in The Omnivore’s Dilemma because it wasn’t used to describe a particular type of food until 2010. It was introduced by Carlos Monteiro, a Brazilian epidemiologist, who had been puzzling over a paradox: Brazilians were getting fatter and more diabetic, yet as a population were eating roughly the same quantities of fat, carbohydrates, and protein. He investigated and discovered that what had changed was the form in which people were consuming these nutrients: In place of traditional dishes, they were consuming more readytoeat meals, snack foods, and soda. He dubbed these products “ultra-processed,” which he defined as ready-to-eat foods you can’t make at home because they require a factory and a suite of ingredients—including additives, dyes, and emulsifiers—that no ordinary person keeps in their pantry. (I call them “edible foodlike substances.”)

Monteiro’s insight is a powerful one: that the form in which we get our nutrients—whether as traditional whole foods or highly processed food products—has a significant bearing on our health and weight. Subsequent research has shown that people who eat ultraprocessed foods end up consuming several hundred more calories per day. Consumption of these foods—most of which contain ingredients derived from corn and soy—has also been linked to several chronic diseases. How big a problem is ultraprocessed food? Today it is the source of 55 percent of the calories in the American diet, and that figure is even higher for children—67 percent. Much to the dismay of the food industry, the term has broken through with the public. (Just the other night, I saw an ad on television for a brand of dog food that boasted it was “real food, not ultraprocessed.”)

A poll taken in 2025 by a conservative think tank found that 70 percent of likely voters opposed serving potentially harmful ultraprocessed foods in school meals; 96 percent called for putting warning labels on such foods. The current secretary of health and human services, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., has no doubt driven up these numbers with his vow to get ultraprocessed foods out of the school lunch program. We shall see if Big Food will let him.

But the secretary has at his back a large army of activists and voters who are changing the politics of food in ways that could help propel reform. I’m referring to the Make America Healthy Again, or MAHA, movement, which Kennedy helped to galvanize and then brought into the Trump tent. This is potentially significant. As long as the food movement was coded liberal or left and vulnerable to charges of elitism, there was a ceiling on its political power. But now the people who are calling for the banning of certain pesticides and getting ultra-processed foods out of the school lunch program are the MAHA moms, and you no longer hear talk of elitism or the nanny state.

I should have seen this coming. There’s a moment in The Omnivore’s Dilemma when I ask Joel Salatin, a farmer I profile in part II, who his customers are. His Polyface Farm is one of the most progressive in America, and Joel is both an innovator and a renegade—a libertarian free spirit with no patience for government regulation or agricultural convention. He’s designed an intricate food chain that starts with sunlight and grass and supports a half dozen animal species living symbiotically. Who, I wondered, would schlep all the way to Swoope, Virginia, the remote, faroff-the-interstate burg where he farms, to buy his pastured chickens and grassfed beef? He described young mothers concerned about the health of their children, many of them drawn from the homeschooling and homesteading community. “People who have already opted out once,” as Joel points out.

I met some of these mothers the week I spent working on Joel’s farm. They held fierce views on nutrition that weren’t always aligned with science: Seed oils and grains were a problem, raw milk a solution, “clean” food was medicine, etc. These moms were deeply suspicious of institutions of all kinds, including food corporations, the medical system, and, especially, the FDA; they bridled against the agency’s food safety rules. Many of these moms had kids with serious health issues they hoped to address with a change in diet—hence their willingness to travel hundreds of miles to fill their coolers with Joel’s meat and eggs.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was meeting future MAHA moms; it never occurred to me they might coalesce into a movement that would have the ear of the presidential administration. Perhaps not surprisingly, Joel Salatin has become a MAHA hero, invited to appear at its rallies and brought in to consult with administration officials. He recently told me that the administration had reached out during the transition to gauge his interest in becoming agriculture secretary. Imagine that!

It’s not at all clear what, if anything, will come of this new politics. The underlying DNA of MAHA is very different from the DNA of the firstwave food movement. MAHA is fundamentally libertarian, allergic to the sort of government intervention that the food movement considers necessary to build a healthier, more just and sustainable food system. Its primary interest is our health as individuals, not the health of the environment; it has shown little interest in food insecurity or the rights of food workers. As Marion Nestle put it to me in an email, “MAHA is like Joel Salatin—everything up to the individual with little attention to policy,” whereas the food movement has been all about policy, system change, sustainability, and equity.

And yet there are promising areas of overlap—around regulating agricultural chemicals and the ingredients in ultra processed foods, as well as supporting local food systems and regenerative farming. Whether MAHA will get very far with an administration that regards all regulation as anathema seems doubtful. The Trump EPA is bent on deregulating agricultural chemicals, much to MAHA’s frustration, and the Trump USDA has been gutting support for small farms and local food systems. (It’s also worth pointing out that a diet of real food is not going to save children from the measles; what the Trump administration is doing to public health in America needs to be viewed in its totality.)

What is encouraging, I think, is that a vocal constituency seeking reform of food and agriculture has emerged on the right, adding their numbers and their energy to the earlier wave of food activism coming from the left. Should the Trump administration disappoint or frustrate the MAHA moms, as seems likely, they may well look to form alliances with groups that share their priorities. They are nothing if not fierce. Could a new, bipartisan, and far more powerful food movement be built upon these areas of overlap? Early in 2026, we saw the first evidence of the power of that alliance, when MAHA activists teamed up with Democratic congresswoman Chellie Pingree, a Maine organic farmer and leader of the food movement, to strip a provision from a funding bill that would have shielded pesticide manufacturers from lawsuits.

The building of coalitions like this one is surely cause for optimism. The demand for healthy food produced in a safe manner is something with the potential to unite us. Who can be against that kind of food? Only a powerful lobby, and one that has been very good at dividing us along lines of class and culture. But that strategy may no longer work, now that there are tens of millions of Americans on both sides of the ideological divide who recognize that our food system is badly broken, that it is responsible for the national eating disorder described in this book. This could be the start of something big. We can hope.

— BERKELEY, CALIFORNIA, FEBRUARY 2026







INTRODUCTION





 OUR NATIONAL
EATING DISORDER





What should we have for dinner?




This book is a long and fairly involved answer to this seemingly simple question. Along the way, it also tries to figure out
how such a simple question could ever have gotten so complicated. As a culture we seem to have arrived at a place where whatever
native wisdom we may once have possessed about eating has been replaced by confusion and anxiety. Somehow this most elemental
of activities—figuring out what to eat—has come to require a remarkable amount of expert help. 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?


For me the absurdity of the situation became inescapable in the fall of 2002, when one of the most ancient and venerable staples
of human life abruptly disappeared from the American dinner table. I’m talking of course about bread. Virtually overnight,
Americans changed the way they eat. A collective spasm of what can only be described as carbophobia seized the country, supplanting
an era of national lipophobia dating to the Carter administration. That was when, in 1977, a Senate committee had issued a
set of “dietary goals” warning beef-loving Americans to lay off the red meat. And so we dutifully had done, until now.



What set off the sea change? It appears to have been a perfect media storm of diet books, scientific studies, and one timely
magazine article. The new diet books, many of them inspired by the formerly discredited Dr. Robert C. Atkins, brought Americans
the welcome news that they could eat more meat and lose weight just so long as they laid off the bread and pasta. These high-protein,
low-carb diets found support in a handful of new epidemiological studies suggesting that the nutritional orthodoxy that had
held sway in America since the 1970s might be wrong. It was not, as official opinion claimed, fat that made us fat, but the
carbohydrates we’d been eating precisely in order to stay slim. So conditions were ripe for a swing of the dietary pendulum
when, in the summer of 2002, the New York Times Magazine published a cover story on the new research entitled “What if Fat Doesn’t Make You Fat?”Within months, supermarket shelves
were restocked and restaurant menus rewritten to reflect the new nutritional wisdom. The blamelessness of steak restored,
two of the most wholesome and uncontroversial foods known to man—bread and pasta—acquired a moral stain that promptly bankrupted
dozens of bakeries and noodle firms and ruined an untold number of perfectly good meals.




So violent a change in a culture’s eating habits is surely the sign of a national eating disorder. Certainly it would never
have happened in a culture in possession of deeply rooted traditions surrounding food and eating. But then, such a culture
would not feel the need for its most august legislative body to ever deliberate the nation’s “dietary goals”—or, for that
matter, to wage political battle every few years over the precise design of an official government graphic called the “food
pyramid.” A country with a stable culture of food would not shell out millions for the quackery (or common sense) of a new
diet book every January. It would not be susceptible to the pendulum swings of food scares or fads, to the apotheosis every
few years of one newly discovered nutrient and the demonization of another. It would not be apt to confuse protein bars and
food supplements with meals or breakfast cereals with medicines. It probably would not eat a fifth of its meals in cars or
feed fully a third of its children at a fast-food outlet every day. And it surely would not be nearly so fat.


Nor would such a culture be shocked to discover that there are other countries, such as Italy and France, that decide their
dinner questions on the basis of such quaint and unscientific criteria as pleasure and tradition, eat all manner of “unhealthy”
foods, and, lo and behold, wind up actually healthier and happier in their eating than we are. We show our surprise at this
by speaking of something called the “French paradox,” for how could a people who eat such demonstrably toxic substances as
foie gras and triple crème cheese actually be slimmer and healthier than we are? Yet I wonder if it doesn’t make more sense
to speak in terms of an American paradox—that is, a notably unhealthy people obsessed by the idea of eating healthily.



TO ONE DEGREE or another, the question of what to have for dinner assails every omnivore, and always has. When you can eat
just about anything nature has to offer, deciding what you should eat will inevitably stir anxiety, especially when some of the potential foods on offer are liable to sicken or kill you. This
is the omnivore’s dilemma, noted long ago by writers like Rousseau and Brillat-Savarin and first given that name thirty years
ago by a University of Pennsylvania research psychologist named Paul Rozin. I’ve borrowed his phrase for the title of this
book because the omnivore’s dilemma turns out to be a particularly sharp tool for understanding our present predicaments surrounding
food.





In a 1976 paper called “The Selection of Foods by Rats, Humans, and Other Animals” Rozin contrasted the omnivore’s existential
situation with that of the specialized eater, for whom the dinner question could not be simpler. The koala doesn’t worry about
what to eat: If it looks and smells and tastes like a eucalyptus leaf, it must be dinner. The koala’s culinary preferences
are hardwired in its genes. But for omnivores like us (and the rat) a vast amount of brain space and time must be devoted
to figuring out which of all the many potential dishes nature lays on are safe to eat. We rely on our prodigious powers of
recognition and memory to guide us away from poisons (Isn’t that the mushroom that made me sick last week?) and toward nutritious plants (The red berries are the juicier, sweeter ones). Our taste buds help too, predisposing us toward sweetness, which signals carbohydrate energy in nature, and away from bitterness,
which is how many of the toxic alkaloids produced by plants taste. Our inborn sense of disgust keeps us from ingesting things
that might infect us, such as rotten meat. Many anthropologists believe that the reason we evolved such big and intricate
brains was precisely to help us deal with the omnivore’s dilemma.




Being a generalist is of course a great boon as well as a challenge; it is what allows humans to successfully inhabit virtually
every terrestrial environment on the planet. Omnivory offers the pleasures of variety, too. But the surfeit of choice brings
with it a lot of stress and leads to a kind of Manichaean view of food, a division of nature into The Good Things to Eat,
and The Bad.


The rat must make this all-important distinction more or less on its own, each individual figuring out for itself—and then
remembering—which things will nourish and which will poison. The human omnivore has, in addition to his senses and memory,
the incalculable advantage of a culture, which stores the experience and accumulated wisdom of countless human tasters before
him. I don’t need to experiment with the mushroom now called, rather helpfully, the “death cap,” and it is common knowledge
that that first intrepid lobster eater was on to something very good. Our culture codifies the rules of wise eating in an
elaborate structure of taboos, rituals, recipes, manners, and culinary traditions that keep us from having to reenact the
omnivore’s dilemma at every meal.


One way to think about America’s national eating disorder is as the return, with an almost atavistic vengeance, of the omnivore’s
dilemma. The cornucopia of the American supermarket has thrown us back on a bewildering food landscape where we once again
have to worry that some of those tasty-looking morsels might kill us. (Perhaps not as quickly as a poisonous mushroom, but
just as surely.) Certainly the extraordinary abundance of food in America complicates the whole problem of choice. At the
same time, many of the tools with which people historically managed the omnivore’s dilemma have lost their sharpness here—or
simply failed. As a relatively new nation drawn from many different immigrant populations, each with its own culture of food,
Americans have never had a single, strong, stable culinary tradition to guide us.


The lack of a steadying culture of food 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. It is very much in the interest of the
food industry to exacerbate our anxieties about what to eat, the better to then assuage them with new products. Our bewilderment
in the supermarket is no accident; the return of the omnivore’s dilemma has deep roots in the modern food industry, roots
that, I found, reach all the way back to fields of corn growing in places like Iowa.



And so we find ourselves where we do, confronting in the supermarket or at the dinner table the dilemmas of omnivorousness,
some of them ancient and others never before imagined. The organic apple or the conventional? And if the organic, the local
one or the imported? The wild fish or the farmed? The trans fats or the butter or the “not butter”? Shall I be a carnivore
or a vegetarian? And if a vegetarian, a lacto-vegetarian or a vegan? Like the hunter-gatherer picking a novel mushroom off
the forest floor and consulting his sense memory to determine its edibility, we pick up the package in the supermarket and,
no longer so confident of our senses, scrutinize the label, scratching our heads over the meaning of phrases like “heart healthy,”
“no trans fats,” “cage-free,” or “range-fed.” What is “natural grill flavor” or TBHQ or xanthan gum? What is all this stuff, anyway, and where in the world did it come from?





MY WAGER in writing The Omnivore’s Dilemma was that the best way to answer the questions we face about what to eat was to go back to the very beginning, to follow the
food chains that sustain us, all the way from the earth to the plate—to a small number of actual meals. I wanted to look at
the getting and eating of food at its most fundamental, which is to say, as a transaction between species in nature, eaters
and eaten. (“The whole of nature,”wrote the English author William Ralph Inge, “is a conjugation of the verb to eat, in the
active and passive.”) What I try to do in this book is approach the dinner question as a naturalist might, using the long
lenses of ecology and anthropology, as well as the shorter, more intimate lens of personal experience.




My premise is 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. The fact of our omnivorousness has done much to
shape our nature, both body (we possess the omnicompetent teeth and jaws of the omnivore, equally well suited to tearing meat
and grinding seeds) and soul. Our prodigious powers of observation and memory, as well as our curious and experimental stance
toward the natural world, owe much to the biological fact of omnivorousness. So do the various adaptations we’ve evolved to
defeat the defenses of other creatures so that we might eat them, including our skills at hunting and cooking with fire. Some
philosophers have argued that the very open-endedness of human appetite is responsible for both our savagery and civility,
since a creature that could conceive of eating anything (including, notably, other humans) stands in particular need of ethical
rules, manners, and rituals. We are not only what we eat, but how we eat, too.


Yet we are also different from most of nature’s other eaters—markedly so. For one thing, we’ve acquired the ability to substantially
modify the food chains we depend on, by means of such revolutionary technologies as cooking with fire, hunting with tools,
farming, and food preservation. Cooking opened up whole new vistas of edibility by rendering various plants and animals more
digestible, and overcoming many of the chemical defenses other species deploy against being eaten. Agriculture allowed us
to vastly multiply the populations of a few favored food species, and therefore in turn our own. And, most recently, industry
has allowed us to reinvent the human food chain, from the synthetic fertility of the soil to the microwaveable can of soup
designed to fit into a car’s cup holder. The implications of this last revolution, for our health and the health of the natural
world, we are still struggling to grasp.




The Omnivore’s Dilemma is about the three principal food chains that sustain us today: the industrial, the organic, and the hunter-gatherer. Different
as they are, all three food chains are systems for doing more or less the same thing: linking us, through what we eat, to
the fertility of the earth and the energy of the sun. It might be hard to see how, but even a Twinkie does this—constitutes
an engagement with the natural world. As ecology teaches, and this book tries to show, it’s all connected, even the Twinkie.




Ecology also teaches that all life on earth can be viewed as a competition among species for the solar energy captured by
green plants and stored in the form of complex carbon molecules. A food chain is a system for passing those calories on to
species that lack the plant’s unique ability to synthesize them from sunlight. One of the themes of this book is that the
industrial revolution of the food chain, dating to the close of World War II, has actually changed the fundamental rules of
this game. Industrial agriculture has supplanted a complete reliance on the sun for our calories with something new under
the sun: a food chain that draws much of its energy from fossil fuels instead. (Of course, even that energy originally came
from the sun, but unlike sunlight it is finite and irreplaceable.) The result of this innovation has been a vast increase
in the amount of food energy available to our species; this has been a boon to humanity (allowing us to multiply our numbers),
but not an unalloyed one. We’ve discovered that an abundance of food does not render the omnivore’s dilemma obsolete. To the
contrary, abundance seems only to deepen it, giving us all sorts of new problems and things to worry about.



Each of this book’s three parts follows one of the principal human food chains from beginning to end: from a plant, or group
of plants, photosynthesizing calories in the sun, all the way to a meal at the dinner end of that food chain. Reversing the
chronological order, I start with the industrial food chain, since that is the one that today involves and concerns us the
most. It is also by far the biggest and longest. Since monoculture is the hallmark of the industrial food chain, this section
focuses on a single plant: Zea mays, the giant tropical grass we call corn, which has become the keystone species of the industrial food chain, and so in turn
of the modern diet. This section follows a bushel of commodity corn from the field in Iowa where it grew on its long, strange
journey to its ultimate destination in a fast-food meal, eaten in a moving car on a highway in Marin County, California.




The book’s second part follows what I call—to distinguish it from the industrial—the pastoral food chain. This section explores
some of the alternatives to industrial food and farming that have sprung up in recent years (variously called “organic,” “local,”
“biological,” and “beyond organic”), food chains that might appear to be preindustrial but in surprising ways turn out in
fact to be postindustrial. I set out thinking I could follow one such food chain, from a radically innovative farm in Virginia
that I worked on one recent summer to an extremely local meal prepared from animals raised on its pastures. But I promptly
discovered that no single farm or meal could do justice to the complex, branching story of alternative agriculture right now,
and that I needed also to reckon with the food chain I call, oxymoronically, the “industrial organic.” So the book’s pastoral
section serves up the natural history of two very different “organic” meals: one whose ingredients came from my local Whole
Foods supermarket (gathered there from as far away as Argentina), and the other tracing its origins to a single poly-culture
of grasses growing at Polyface Farm in Swoope, Virginia.


The last section, titled Personal, follows a kind of neo-Paleolithic food chain from the forests of Northern California to
a meal I prepared (almost) exclusively from ingredients I hunted, gathered, and grew myself. Though we twenty-first-century
eaters still eat a handful of hunted and gathered food (notably fish and wild mushrooms), my interest in this food chain was
less practical than philosophical: I hoped to shed fresh light on the way we eat now by immersing myself in the way we ate
then. In order to make this meal I had to learn how to do some unfamiliar things, including hunting game and foraging for
wild mushrooms and urban tree fruit. In doing so I was forced to confront some of the most elemental questions—and dilemmas—faced
by the human omnivore: What are the moral and psychological implications of killing, preparing, and
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