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Michael Pollan
American author, journalist, activist, and 
professor at UC Berkeley

Went to Bennington College, graduate degree at 
Columbia

Written several books about food in America, 
most notably The Omnivore’s Dilemma, A Botany 
of Desire and In Defense of Food.

Won numerous awards

Criticized for shallow look at the issues



Introduction: Our National Eating Disorder

“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…”



What has gotten us to this point?

Food Scientist + Marketer

Lack of steadying food culture

Abundance + Variety



Introduction: Our National Eating Disorder

“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.” 

Part I. Industrial Corn



Chapter I: The Plant - Corn’s Conquest

“Few plants can manufacture quite as much organic matter and calories from the same 
quantities of sunlight and water and basic elements as corn. Ninety-seven percent of what 

a corn plant is comes from the air, three percent from the ground.”



Zea mays?

“Corn is the hero of its own story, and 
though we humans played a crucial 
supporting role in its rise to world 

domination, it would be wrong to suggest 
we have been calling the shots, or acting 
always in our own best interests. Indeed, 
there is every reason to believe that corn 

has succeeded in domesticating us.”



The Rise of Zea mays
20th Century Industry
Patented Corn in 1930s

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, 
consectetur adipiscing elit. 
Duis sit amet odio vel purus 
bibendum luctus. Morbi 
iaculis dapibus tristique. In 
hac habitasse platea 
dictumst. Mauris convallis 
quam at. Morbi iaculis 
dapibus tristique.

1. Descended from teosinte, a 
weedy grass

2. Underwent “catastrophic sexual 
transmutation” which limited 
access to seeds for 
self-fertilization

3. Human in Central America 
discovered the plant, peeled 
back the husk, and boom.

4. Native Americans discovered 
cross-pollination of corn, 
meaning they could create 
hybrid species for every 
conceivable environment/use

Wonder of the New World
The Protocapitalist Plant

1. Squanto teaches the Pilgrims how 
to plant maize in 1621 

2. Prodigious genetic variability 
allows it to adapt rapidly to new 
conditions

3. Planted, a single corn seed yielded 
between 150-300 fat kernels, as 
compared to 50 for wheat

4. Won over the wheat people 
because of versatility (vegetable, 
grain, fiber and animal feed, 
heating fuel, intoxicant)

5. Dual use → both food and 
commodity

Married to Man
Corn Sex

1. American corn breeders figure 
out how to bring corn 
reproduction under firm 
control and to protect the seed 
from copiers

2. Hybrid offspring of two-inbred 
corn lines resulted in hybrid 
vigor of the F1 generation 
(better yield than their parents) 
but seeds produced from F1 in 
the F2 generation had ⅓ lower 
yields, making them worthless

3. Hybrid corn became the 
biological equivalent of a patent



Chapter II: The Farm
“Even in May the only green you see are 
the moats of lawn surrounding the houses, 
the narrow strips of grass dividing one 
farm from another, and the roadside 
ditches...By the 1980s, the diversified 
family farm was history in Iowa and corn 
was king.”



“We’re still eating the leftovers of World War 
II.”

“When humankind acquired the power to fix nitrogen, the basis 
of soil fertility shifted from a total reliance on the energy of the 

sun to a new reliance on fossil fuel.”



“As long as fossil fuel energy is so cheap 
and available, it makes good economic 
sense to produce corn this way...In the 
factory time is money, and yield is 
everything.”



“Corn, already the recipient of a 
biological subsidy in the form of 
synthetic nitrogen, would now 
receive an economic subsidy too, 
ensuring its final triumph over 
the land and the food system.”



Chapter III: The Elevator



“The invention of commodity 
grain severed any link between the 
producer of a foodstuff and its 
ultimate consumer” (60)



“Industrial agriculture has introduced a vast new 
stock of biomass to the environment, creating what 

amounts to an imbalance - a kind of vacuum in 
reverse.” (62)



Chapter IV: The Feedlot - Making Meat



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7NEqjJZzwY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W7NEqjJZzwY


"The urbanization of 
America's animal 
population would 
never have taken 
place if not for the 
advent of cheap, 
federally subsidized 
corn" (67)



“Most of the 
antibiotics sold in 
America today end 

up in animal 
feed.” (78)

“A great many feedlot cattle - 
virtually all of them to one 

degree or another, according to 
several animal scientists I talked 

to - are simply sick.” (77)



"'You are what you eat’ is a truism hard to argue 
with, and yet it is, as a visit to a feedlot suggest, 
incomplete for you are what what you eat eats, 

too" And what we are, or have become, is not just 
meat but number 2 corn and oil" (85)



Chapter V: The Processing Plant



“Today it (high-fructose corn syrup) is the most valuable 
food product refined from corn, accounting for 530 million 
bushels every year.” (89)



“You want to be selling more than a commodity, 
something more like a service: novelty, convenience, 
status, fortification, lately even medicine.” (96)



Chapter VI: The Consumer: A Republic of Fat



“Because of diabetes and all the 
other health problems that 
accompany obesity, today’s 
children may turn out to be the 
first generation of Americans 
whose life expectancy will actually 
be shorter than that of their 
parents.” (102)



Read the food labels in your kitchen and 
you’ll find that HFCS has insinuated 
itself into every corner of the pantry: not 
just our soft drinks and snack foods...but 
into ketchup and mustard...and hams.” 
(104)



“It makes good economic sense that people with limited money to spend on food 
would spend it on the cheapest calories they can find, especially when the cheapest 
calories - fats and sugars - are precisely the ones offering the biggest neurological 
rewards.” (108)



Chapter VII: The Meal: Fast Food



“TBHQ is a form of butane...ingesting a single gram of TBHQ can cause nausea, 
vomiting, ringing in the ears, delirium, a sense of suffocation, and collapse.” (113-114)





Relation to the Course



Opinions on Reading



Questions?



Go Vegan :)


