
Introduction: 
The Omnivore’s Dilemma, written by Michael Pollan, is an in-depth discussion and journey that takes the reader 
through the steps and processes that are necessary for the creation of four different meals.  Pollan, inspired to 
write this book in 2002 because of the popularity of The Atkins Diet, dives in to the food that we consume and 
the culture that revolves around it, or better yet, the lack of American culture that revolves around the 
consumption of our food.  Pollan believes that American’s generally lack a unified culinary culture because our 
nation was built on many different nationalities and races of immigrants with their own individual food cultures. 

The omnivore’s dilemma1 simply stated is the decision that we have to make about what we should eat on a 
daily basis.  For omnivore’s such as ourselves, this can sometimes be an excruciating decision, while other 
animals, such as koalas (specialized eaters), have no decision to make due to their sole consumption of 
eucalyptus leaves.  Pollan writes that “[many] anthropologists believe that the reason we evolved such big and 
intricate brains was precisely to help us deal with the omnivore’s dilemma.” (4) 

Pollan believes that the best way to answer questions regarding what we are to eat is to follow the processes and 
steps that are involved in the creation of the individual meals.  He does this by following corn, from seed to 
feed, a cow from birth to death, hunting wild California boar, and the creation of a complete meal from the boar 
and vegetation that he gathered. All of these meals encompass some aspect of the three main food chains2 that 
sustain our ability to survive.  The three food chains that Pollan describes are “the industrial, the organic, and 
the hunter-gatherer.” (7) 

Chapter 1 
Pollan begins the first chapter of this work by taking you on a journey through the common day supermarket.  
As you are very aware, the common day supermarket allows individuals to purchase almost any type of 
vegetable, fruit, and meat product that his or her heart desires.  With regards to fruits and vegetables it is fairly 
easy to tell where each variety originates, but that easiness is lost when considering what lies in the butcher’s 
case.  The protein products that we purchase are all born somewhere, fattened somewhere else, and then 
slaughtered at perhaps another location.  Where the meat we purchase comes from is not a simple answer; 
Pollan will try to show his readers where some of this meat begins and how it ends up on your dinner plate. 

After the initial description of the supermarket and all its inventory, the most important thing that Pollan 
mentions in Zea mays, or more commonly known as corn.  Almost every incarnation of protein that you will 
purchase from the meat counter, or at McDonald’s for that matter, is fed on corn.  Even though corn is not a 
natural food for beef, fish, and many other animals, it is the food of choice by the American food producer.  The 
reason corn is the feed of choice is because of the huge amount of corn we produce each year and the increasing 
amount we will produce in years to come.  We have to do something with all the corn! From your steak to your 
Coca-Cola (High Fructose Corn Syrup) that you wash it down with, corn is everywhere you look.3   

The significant role that corn plays in the industrial food chain can be attributed to its 4th carbon molecule 
creation abilities.  Most plants during photosynthesis create compounds that contain tree carbon atoms, but corn 
                                                 
1 Paul Rozin, a University of Pennsylvania researcher was the first individual to use this phrase.  Pollan “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.” (3) 
2 “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.” (Pollan, 7) This type of chain has been replaced by the industrial food chain that relies mainly on fossil fuels rather than 
sunlight for its energy. 
3 Pollan continues on to mention that corn is even in your “nonfood items as well- everything from the toothpaste and cosmetics to the 
disposable diapers, trash bags, cleaners, charcoal briquettes, matches, and batteries, right down to the shine on the cover of the 
magazine that catches your eye by the checkout…” (Pollan, 19) 



creates 4 carbon compounds, this is why this group of plants is commonly referred to as C-4. The ability to 
create four carbon compounds allows corn to survive in areas of high heat and water scarcity. The interesting 
thing about corn is that without humans to remove the husk, separate and plant the seeds corn would most likely 
not be as common as it is today; possibly even extinct. 

Chapter 2 
The first important lesson that is taught in this chapter is to remember that the most important thing to a corn 
farmer is their yield.  The farm that Pollan discusses in this chapter is George Naylor.  Naylor is a farmer in 
Greene County, Iowa who owns a 470 acre farm. Naylor uses a hybrid corn that allows his yield to be much 
higher than was prevalent during the time that his father was a farmer. Today, Naylor is able to have thirty 
thousand plants on one acre. 

Naylor’s farm is located on some of the best soil available for growing vegetation and even though his farm can 
feed 129 people, he is not making enough money to support his family solely from the farms offerings.  The 
corn that Naylor grows is not the corn that we consume off of the cob, but rather that is used to feed cattle, 
create HFCS, or other corn derived products.  This corn is No. 2 field corn.     

During the 1950s there was a surplus of corn that made it cheap and very profitable to feed cattle corn on 
feedlots instead of the corn they were intended to eat.  Because of this, 
Iowa lost all of its animal farming and corn became the main crop with 
increasing growth numbers.  When the price of corn would drop, the 
farmers would plant more to cover their expenses. 

The turning point in corn production was the use of ammonium 
nitrate after World War II as fertilizer and the process of nitrogen 
fixation, invented by Fritz Haber in 1909.  The Haber-Bosch 
process as it is now known is “the most important invention of the 
twentieth century” (43) that some credit with allowing 2/5th of the 
human population to survive.  Without this process 2 out of every 
5 people would not be alive.  The process “works by combining 
nitrogen and hydrogen gases under immense heat and pressure in 
the presence of a catalyst. “ (44) 

“Since the farm no longer needs to generate and conserve its own fertility by maintaining a diversity of species, 
synthetic fertilizer opens the way to monoculture…” (45)  The ability to “fix” nitrogen has allowed us to stray 
away from the natural processes of biology and move toward a philosophy of industry.   

Pollan continues to tell the story of how corn has become the most influential crop that we produce in this 
country and how it affects almost everything we consume.  He continues to mention policies of the United 
States Government that encourage directly, and indirectly, increased corn production and how its production is 
subsidized by the U.S. Government.  These policies have made it necessary for George Naylor and many 
farmers like him to continue increasing their output of corn each year to make ends meet.  “[The] plague of 
cheap corn goes on, impoverishing farmers, degrading the land, polluting the water, and bleeding the federal 
treasure, which now spends up to $5 billion a year subsidizing cheap corn.” (Pollan, 54) 

 

 

 

“When you add together the 
natural gas in the fertilizer… [and 
all the other necessary equipment 
and supplies needed on a 
farm]…every bushel of industrial 
corn requires the equivalent of 
between a quarter and a third of a 
gallon of oil to grow it…” (Pollan, 
45) 




