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Overview of Introduction, Chapter 1, and Chapter 2 
- The national eating disorder that plagues our 

nation. 
- Industrial Corn 

- The Plant: Corn’s Conquest 
- Supermarket Products
- Corn’s C-4 trick to gather the most 

carbon
- Corn’s rapid and widespread rise
- Dependency between corn and man
- Reproduction of Corn 

- The Farm
- Exponential increase in the 

production of the Farmer
- Widespread high yielding hybrid 

plants
- Depopulation of the American 

Farm Belt 
- Nitrogen fertilizer
- Price Floors 
- The Sage of Purdue 
- The Naylor Curve



National Eating Disorder → product of omnivore’s dilemma
- The omnivore’s perpetual existential situation faced with endless possibilities. 

- Some anthropologists believe that we evolved intricate brains to help us deal with the 
omnivore’s dilemma (4).

- An American paradox: unhealthy people obsessed with the idea of eating healthy (3). 
(i.e. low-carb diet) 

- Americans also lack the stability of a single, strong, stable culinary tradition (5).
- The very open-endedness of human appetite is responsible for both our savagery and 

civility (6). -- We are not only what we eat, but how we eat.



Implications of the Omnivore’s dilemma..
- What are the moral and psychological implications of killing, preparing, and eating a 

wild animal? (9)
- There exists a fundamental tension between the logic of nature and the logic of human 

industry. 
- Industrial eating obscures the relationship and connections we have to our food. 

- Eating has become more than an agricultural act, and also an ecological and a 
political act. (11) 

- How do we bridge the gap of our obscurity in regards to food? Should we, can we?



Chapter 1: The Plant - Corn’s Conquest 
- Supermarket products: As you walk through 

the store, the familiarity, and identifiability of the 
products begins to quickly slip away after the 
produce section…

- To the deceit of the customer, what finds itself in 
nearly all food and some non-food items? CORN 

- Corn success: the four carbons compounds (C-4) 
that corn creates in photosynthesis limit water loss 
and increase carbon uptake. 

- Corn is extremely productive in its manufacturing of 
energy.

- Protocapitalist plant: its genetic variability allow it 
to rapidly adapt to new conditions. 

- Intimate relationship with man: the opposable thumb is crucial to 
removing the husk, separating the seeds and planting them. 

- Corn sex: Yes, man is absolutely intertwined in corn sex life -- a 
brilliant evolutionary strategy it would seem. 

- Adaption to the world of industrial consumer capitalism: 
hybrid corn was bred by man as an intellectual property to force 
farmers to buy new seeds every spring!  



Chapter 2: The Farm
- Farmer have now become hyper productive thanks to high-yielding, hybrid plants.  

- 1 farmer for 129 eaters → product of a homogenous field of F-1 hybrid plants. 
-  Companies sell innovations to farmers → reap benefits from their productivity. 

- Depopulation of the American Farm Belt: corn production exploded in the 50s and 60s leading 
to large fields and fewer farmers (i.e. Iowa). 

- Corn’s rapid rise? Government intervention?? ��            YES: patent, monopoly, tax break, you 
name it!!

-    Harber-Bosch=evil. Created chemical weapons for WWII and the synthetic nitrogen fertilizer. 
- Fixing nitrogen turned the food chain from the logic of biology → logic of industry. 

- Economics of the Kernel: Surplus collapses prices → Shortages increase prices
- New Deal - farmers could get a loan from the government when market prices dropped below 

target. 
- Earl Butz (Purdue): drove down prices, increased out of farmers → cheaper raw materials, fewer 

restive farmers !!!! 
- Removed the price floor → Government now subsiding ever bushel of corn 
- Naylor Curve: The ONLY way to pay their debt as corn prices go down is produce more corn! 

- Men become tools of their tools!!!! Get lost in a world of measuring their success in 
bushels/corn.



Food for Thought??? Literally… Corn, think about it
- Now that you have been given information on the plant itself, the human involvement and the 

devolution of sustainable farming, consider the following:
- Do you believe corn or man is more to blame (or congratulate) for the widespread 

expansion and monopoly of the crop?
- It has been said: “The discovery of agriculture represented the first fall of man from the 

state of nature.” (45)
- Is our society on the path of a perpetual flee from nature, or is there hope for 

reconciliation?



Chapter 3: The Elevator
● Corn was not always abstract or ubiquitous. 

○ Up to the 1850s, corn was stored in and shipped in bags that contained the farmer’s address.
○ In 1957, the Chicago Board of Trade instituted a grading system which allows buyers to ignore 

who produces the corn and which also allows them to ignore any objective in growing corn 
except the quality instead of quantity.  

● Pollan suggests that factory farming, obesity in America, and the prevalence of food poisoning are 
all indirect consequences of this system. 

● There is a surplus of biomass that nature must be forced to absorb.
● There is a colossal surplus of corn being produced by farmers.
● ⅗ of America’s corn ends up on the factory farm, where cattle are fattened for slaughter. 

○ Cattle don’t eat corn…..



Chapter 4: The Feedlot

Garden City, Kansas. 

● Pollan concludes that the feedlot has produced more problems than solutions
● Corporate corn (ADM, Cargill) whole purpose of a feedlot is to force cattle to consume a diet that is 

⅗ corn. 
○ Corn Advantage: fattening cattle faster, takes less than two years to bring cattle to slaughter 

now. (use to take 5)
○ Disadvantage: Reeking manure pits. Movement of cattle from a decentralized population to a 

concentrated animal feeding operation has produced medical problems
○ Therefore giving cattle antibiotics, increasing drug-resistant bacteria. 

● Great for corporate because $$$ and they also produce cheap meat for the population to consume. 
● Since they can’t use the fertilizers, farmers are now using chemical fertilizers to grow their crops. 
● Question: What do you think can be another solution for fertilization instead of a 

chemical fertilizer? 



Chapter 5: The Processing Plant
● We only consume corn as corn less than a bushel of corn per 

person a year
● Technology allows the breakdown of corn

○ Recognizable crop → countless derivative products
■ Corn starch, adhesive, plastics, gels and syrups
■ Efficient and barely any waste

● An “industrial eater”
○ Consumes all the substances we created from corn

● The third age of food processing
○ Improving on nature by not only preserving food but by 

creating entirely new foodstuffs
■ E.g. Tang, Cheez-Whiz, CoolWhip

● New and innovative ways to get consumers to eat products
● Companies maximizing on what a person can eat

○ “Food systems” - processed foods
○ What’s cheaper? Maximize shelf lives for more PROFIT

● Food as a commodity - cycle of enhancing to individualize 
product (novelty, convenience, status) 

Q: Is the capitalistic model 
(getting the most from the least) 
a good one for food production?



Chapter 6: The Consumer
● Consumers manipulated into eating more food to help 

with profits
○ Bigger serving sizes

● Increasing health problems
○ Type 2 diabetes, obesity, 
○ shorter life expectancy

● Why?
○ High fructose corn syrup (HFCS)

■ Major cheap sweetener
○ Human body not equipped to deal with the high 

concentrations in our food
○ Processed foods trick “a sensory apparatus that 

evolved to deal with markedly less dense whole 
foods.” (p. 107)

■ Eating HFCS in large quantities overwhelms 
our bodies metabolism → type 2 diabetes

● Reasons:
○ Tastes good
○ Bargains

● Possible root cause:
○ Agricultural policies

■ “We subsidize high-fructose corn syrup 
in this country, but not carrots” (p. 108)

■ Need to change policies or else “the 
river of cheap corn will keep flowing, 
guaranteeing that the cheapest calories 
in the supermarket will continue to be 
the unhealthiest.” (p.108)



Chapter 7: The Meal
● Abundance of corn derived foods
● Corn monoculture created
● Human’s use corn’s calories very inefficiently 

○ Lose up to 90% of its energy in the process 
(fed to animals, processed into other foods)

● Processed foods breaks our connection to where 
our foods actually come from

○ Sources and forces?
● Fast food meal

○ “And so it goes, bite after bite, until you feel 
not satisfied exactly, but simply, regrettably, 
full.” (p.119) 

How do you feel about a fast food meal?
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