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      Introduction:
 From the Golden Age to the Golden Mean
 of Food Production

      He who has food has many problems.—BYZANTINE PROVERB

      Approximately 500 million years ago large clumps of sand and mud formed sedimentary rocks that trapped microscopic plants and
         animals. This geologic mash eventually decomposed into fossil fuels. For better or worse, these fuels would later serve the
         endlessly proliferating wants and needs of advanced human civilization. About fifty years ago scientists began to document
         the environmental problems caused by burning these fuels to power modern life, global warming being the most notable of them.
         At the turn of the twenty-first century, environmentalists tied this vast history into a tight knot by showing how conventional
         food production was responsible for a large portion of the greenhouse gas fouling today’s atmosphere. Omnivores, the developed
         world learned, had a dilemma. We were killing the environment, and thus ourselves and our future, with a diet addicted to
         fossil fuels.
      

      The most powerful response to this problem has been to produce and consume locally grown food, in other words, to become a
         “locavore.” What has happened since this locavore revolution started has been nothing short of spectacular. Millions of consumers
         in advanced societies the world over now demand that their food be locally sourced. The phrases “food miles” and “local farmers’
         market” fall off the environmentalist’s tongue as inspired pearls of environmental wisdom. Organizations of environmentally
         concerned members eating “100-mile diets” have bloomed across North America and Europe. “Slow food” is gaining on fast food
         as a conventional culinary ethic. In a matter of years, the idea of eating locally produced food has come to seem so indisputably
         sensible that it’s almost a moral obligation to book a seat on the bandwagon headed for the closest sustainable farm.
      

      This revolution—brimming with buzzwords such as “sustainability,” “agroecology,” “foodshed,” and “carbon footprint”—has resonated
         far and wide. Best-selling locavore writers have accomplished the seemingly impossible task of getting Americans to ponder
         where their food comes from, an achievement that must be celebrated. After all, we recently couldn’t have cared less about
         the source of our food, but today Alice Waters is a household name. Michael Pollan is our unofficial farmer-in-chief. Wendell
         Berry is the agricultural romantic’s poet laureate. Many consumers now turn up their noses at tomatoes that are not heirloom,
         cows that do not eat native grass, and pigs that do not frolic across a verdant free range. The Golden Arches are the avatar
         of evil, and chicken nuggets are on par with crack cocaine as a substance to avoid. All in all, it’s very real progress. Locavores,
         and their ceaseless emphasis on fresh, local, sustainable food, are to be thanked for fueling an upsurge in ecological awareness
         about food and the more hopeful facets of its production.
      

      But for all the deserved accolades, the locavore approach to reforming our broken food system has serious limits—limits that
         our exuberant acceptance of eating local has obscured. Although these limitations are many, the one I’m particularly concerned
         with is this: Eating local is not, in and of itself, a viable answer to sustainable food production on a global level. In fact, it’s a relatively small step toward that critically important goal. As an environmental historian and the author
         of several books dealing with agriculture, I’ve become increasingly convinced (somewhat against my will) of this point.
      

      Current popular assessments of our food issues repeatedly and passionately insist that the problem of sustainable production
         can be solved though a primary emphasis on localism. The underlying premise is that agribusiness has undermined the environmental
         balance of small-scale food production and all we have to do is restore it by “relocalizing” the food system—that is, taking
         it back to the way it once was. Most of my friends, as well as many of the writers, thinkers, and activists I most admire,
         strongly advocate this position.
      

      My own research, however, has taught me something different. In the most general terms, it’s taught me that “the omnivore’s
         dilemma” is too complicated to be managed through a primary reliance on food grown in proximity to where we live. Such an
         emphasis, in fact, can in many cases be detrimental to the environment. By no means do I deny that localism has benefits,
         nor do I deny that agribusiness is generally irresponsible. But I am nonetheless insisting that there are more productive,
         creative, and global ways to think about the complicated problem of eating an ethical diet. There are alternatives to the
         local alternative.
      

      My goal here is not to write a reactionary tract against the locavore movement. Instead, it is to step back, survey the broader
         landscape of food production and consumption, and—with all due respect to the locavore ethos (and I have a lot of it)—grapple
         honestly with questions that locavores have yet sufficiently to confront: How can we, both collectively and as individual
         consumers, achieve a sustainable global diet? How can the world keep growing in population, feed itself, and at the same time preserve its natural resources for
         future generations? How can we produce an abundance of safe food while minimizing dangerous environmental costs?
      

      Too often environmentalists brush aside such “feed the world” questions as traps intended to promote the productive strengths
         of factory farming. They point to that infamous agricultural experiment undertaken between 1945 and the 1980s called the Green
         Revolution and, with justification, highlight the environmental degradation and corporate consolidation that the revolution
         required to feed the masses a steady diet of rice and wheat. But who ever said that farmers growing food for the world should
         abandon the quest for—as the agricultural ecologist Gordon Conway puts it—a doubly Green Revolution? Who ever said that agribusiness, at least as it currently operates, has a monopoly on the quest to feed
         the world? For that matter, who ever said local was necessarily equivalent to sustainable, much less the only antidote to
         the excesses of the Green Revolution?
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      These kinds of questions have driven my research. I’ve tackled them knowing full well that my answers will inevitably generate
         controversy. It hasn’t taken me long to learn that challenging ideas about food is not unlike challenging ideas about religion.
         A systematic examination of what’s required to produce food responsibly for billions of people necessarily demands that we
         confront issues which elicit emotional responses. Regrettably, our current culinary discourse has been pushed to extreme ends
         of the spectrum. There’s agribusiness on the one hand and there’s the local farmer on the other. But somewhere in the middle
         there’s a golden mean of producing food that allows the conscientious consumer to eat an ethical diet in a globalizing world.
         Ambitious as the goal may be, the golden mean is what I’m seeking to pin down in the chapters ahead.
      

      When it comes to food, there are plenty of big issues for environmentally concerned consumers to explore. In addition to the
         concept of food miles, there are genetically modified foods, farm-raised fish (aquaculture), a reassessment of organic crops,
         liberalized but regulated trade policies, and sustainable ranching—all key issues that remain central to taking environmentally
         responsible food production beyond the local context. These issues are thoroughly discussed in the pages ahead and, I hope,
         productively reconceptualized to offer a vision of global food production that makes sustainability and commercial viability
         overriding and complementary priorities.
      

      The track record for rationally discussing controversial matters of food and agriculture isn’t encouraging. As a rule these
         issues have been cynically politicized before being explored as legitimate responses to our broken food system. Because the
         food wars, like any war, need their weapons, these very general ways of thinking about food production and consumption have
         entered the court of public opinion as cannon shots of contention rather than opportunities to find common ground. Something
         about food fosters radical dichotomies. We instinctively feel an overwhelming desire to take sides: organic or conventional,
         fair or free trade, “pure” or genetically engineered food, wild or farm-raised fish. Like most things in life, though, the
         sensible answer lies somewhere between the extremes, somewhere in that dull but respectable place called the pragmatic center.
         To be a centrist when it comes to food is, unfortunately, to be a radical.
      

      The fact that we’ve avoided that center—short-changed complexity for extremism—is unfortunate for the cause of sustainable
         food production and ethical consumption. It’s my sincere hope that this book can expand the dialogue about sustainable food
         without causing yet another tawdry food fight between radicalized perspectives and opposing interest groups, for if there’s
         one thing conspicuously missing from our public discussion of food and the environment, it’s nuance.
      

      In the most general terms, then, my mission in the following pages is to transform what have been culinary-ideological weapons
         into building blocks for a model of sustainable global food production. What emerges will hardly offer a pat or complete answer
         to one of the twenty-first century’s defining challenges. Nevertheless, through a balanced presentation of the most recent
         and thoughtful work on food production and the environment, as well as a much-needed historical perspective gutted of myth
         and nostalgia, I will make a case. This case, if all goes well, will help the omnivore, herbivore, and locavore make food
         choices that are environmentally just while at the same time reminding us that until we help make basic changes in how the
         world approaches food, our options are, somewhat tragically, limited in scope.
      

      THE FACT THAT I aim to offer a balanced account should not imply that my analysis lacks passion or conviction. Underscoring every proposal
         I highlight in the following pages are precise, and surely controversial, views about nature and agriculture that I should
         make clear from the start.
      

      The more I thought, read, and wrote about such divisive matters as biotechnology, aquaculture, factory farming, and the organic
         revolution, the more it became clear to me that each issue, in one way or another, has been distorted by a popular misunderstanding
         of agriculture. This misunderstanding ultimately boils down to the misleading allure of a lost golden age of food production—a
         golden age of ecological purity, in which the earth was in balance, humans collectively respected the environment, biodiversity
         flourished, family farms nurtured morality, and ecological harmony prevailed.
      

      Thing is, there was no golden age. The perpetuation of this myth is a cheap but very powerful rhetorical strategy to burden
         the modern environmentalist with a false standard of pastoral innocence. Our contemporary failings as producers and consumers
         are routinely dramatized as a shameful fall from grace. The problem with this scenario is that we humans have always abused
         the environment, often without mercy. Romantics can bellow into the wilderness for an enormous shift in human perspective,
         but the genie of exploitation is out of the bottle. For over 10,000 years humans have systematically manipulated nature to
         our advantage by making plants and animals do our bidding. I honestly don’t believe that this basic relationship will ever
         change. My proposals will, for better or worse, reflect this opinion.
      

      I’m not being cynical on this point, just realistic. Writers who insist otherwise, who believe that achieving truly responsible
         food production requires rediscovering some long-lost harmonious environmental relationship, are agricultural idealists who
         do not know their history. These agrarian populists are complicit in what Julie Guthman, the author of the incisive book Agrarian Dreams, aptly calls a “stunning erasure” of the past. A hopeless romance with some wilderness of the imagination has shielded them
         (and us) from the harsh essence that’s at the core of agricultural practice. The inspiring poet Wendell Berry can declare
         himself bound “for ground of my own where I have planted vines and orchard trees” that in “the heat of the day climbed up
         into the healing shadow of the woods.” But staunch opponents have another take on that healing shadow.
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      Speaking of agriculture per se—all agriculture—the prominent plant geneticist and microbiologist Nina Fedoroff told me that
         “agriculture is more devastating ecologically than anything else we could do except pouring concrete on the land.” Although
         obviously overstated, her underlying point makes considerable sense. Her thoughts have been echoed by other scientists, who,
         drawing on the history of how humans have enslaved nature to satisfy hunger, rightly note that “domestication reinvents the
         rules of nature,” that “cultivated plants are nature’s misfits,” and that farming is, at its historical essence, the art of
         strategizing against the natural world.
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      The opinions of another school of prominent agricultural writers similarly counter the agrarian idealists who labor under
         the misguided assumption that nature is “the supreme farmer.” Richard Manning, the author of Against the Grain: How Agriculture Has Hijacked Civilization, is refreshingly candid on this matter. Manning, who writes especially well about preindustrial agriculture, argues that
         “agriculture created poverty,” that “agriculture was simply opportunism,” and that “grain is the foundation of civilization,
         and so, by extension, catastrophe.” “I have come to think of agriculture,” he explains, “not as farming, but as a dangerous
         and consuming beast of a social system.” Again, Manning is writing not about factory farming but of the essence of farming
         in general. Victor Davis Hanson, an angry but eloquent former raisin farmer in California, quakes in rage at the notion of
         romantic agrarianism, insisting that “the quaint family farmstead, the focus for such fantasy, is becoming a caricature, not
         a reality, in the here and now.” His advice is advice I’ve taken to heart: “Any book about farming must not be romantic or
         naïve, but brutally honest.”
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      As someone whose agricultural experience consists of gardening, I prefer to take my cues from voices like Hanson’s, because
         not only are their hands dirty with the biology and business of farming, but history bears out their perspective. Indeed,
         they work and write in the vein of an agricultural history that is shot through with the accounts of hard-bitten men who have
         yoked their own oxen, dredged their own plows, and balanced their own books, leaving behind not the slightest legacy of romanticism
         but instead a considerable dose of venom. Frankly, their accounts of agriculture are simply more plausible.
      

      Sober agrarian assessments, perhaps because they’re not especially marketable, have gone unappreciated. The new agrarians—those
         who conceptualize agriculture as a countercultural ideal to industrial modes of production—write often about how we must return
         to the land and let nature do our farming. But they slight the history underlying their idealism. They ignore those who ran
         from farming, got out at the first chance, took a job in another sector, never, not for a moment, looked back. The results
         of sidestepping this bitter view of agriculture would be insignificant if the stakes were not so high. The quest for sustainable
         methods of global food production cannot wait. What worries me is that well-meaning locavores who have the power to influence
         thousands of consumers down the primrose path of localism will come to realize that their dreams were unrealistic after it’s
         too late to regroup and pursue more achievable approaches.
      

      The history of agriculture provides ample warning against such a perspective. Too often, however, we’re asked to erase the
         actual history of agricultural practice and the relentless press of population and listen to the disembodied wisdom of the
         ages. But no matter how rhapsodic one waxes about the process of wresting edible plants and tamed animals from the sprawling
         vagaries of nature, there’s a timeless, unwavering truth espoused by those who worked the land for ages: no matter how responsible
         agriculture is, it is essentially about achieving the lesser of evils. To work the land is to change the land, to shape it
         to benefit one species over another, and thus necessarily to tame what is wild. Our task should be to deliver our blows gently.
         Not very sexy, perhaps not very heartwarming, but this is my view.
      

      I suppose it would have been a lot more fun to have written a book on the sublime virtues of slow food, Chez Panisse, Berkshire
         pork, or the gustatory pleasures of an heirloom tomato. For sure, it would have been a pleasure to indulge my research abilities
         in something sensual and fulfilling. But such concerns, given the challenges we face as socially aware consumers, strike me
         as overly precious. Such idealization of the luxurious—a staple of food writing today—distracts us from the reality of the
         concrete. So I’ve chosen to save the romantic rhetoric for the parlors of hobby farmers and seminar rooms of the chattering
         culinary class.
      

      After all, regular consumers have already been duly flogged, with one sermon after another telling us that we have sinned,
         that we must repent and restore our agrarian innocence, that we should go back to the land, repair our environmental souls,
         seek ecological redemption, and do everything but start foraging for nuts and berries and hunting wild boar for sustenance.
         How else to save humanity? How else to eat a responsible diet? How else to go green? It’s an entirely false, if not melodramatic,
         premise. Real people living and eating in a real world deserve a more sophisticated answer to these myriad questions, all
         of which make up our shared dilemma.
      

      WHAT FOLLOWS IS in many ways a very personal book. Intensifying my interest in sustainable food is the fact that achieving a responsible
         diet has long been an ongoing quest for me as an individual. I care deeply about food, and I care even more deeply about the
         environment. Indeed, I spent a couple of very earnest years riding the locavore bandwagon myself. My conversion to being an
         emotional and intellectual locavore was the only activist decision I’d made in my life. As my passion started to stir, I could
         be found haunting local farmers’ markets around my hometown, Austin, Texas, bashing “big industrial” and “Frankenfood” at
         every opportunity, investigating like a Checkpoint Charlie the groceries that crossed the threshold of my kitchen, becoming
         a tiresome dinner companion, and once, after teaching two history classes on a balmy Texas afternoon, slaughtering my own
         locally raised, scrap-fed chicken on an oak stump in a friend’s backyard. Sure enough, as my knife scored the chicken’s fibrous
         neck, I rejoiced that a genuine movement was afoot and that I, with blood on my oxford shirt, was present at the creation.
         I had found my cause: saving the environment through the way I ate. Empowerment!
      

      Turns out I wasn’t much of an acolyte. I’m a skeptic and a pragmatist at heart, so in less enthralled moments my doubts simmered
         and eventually boiled over. Something about the “eat local” ethic, heady as it was, began to hit me as not only pragmatically
         unachievable but simplistically smug. I started to ask questions that got me funny looks down on the chicken farm. Was this
         all it took to make for an environmentally virtuous diet? A biweekly bike ride to Boggy Creek—a wonderful farm near my home—to
         buy a box of strawberries? A pound of grass-fed beef handed over the counter by Russ, my butcher at Whole Foods? A quick jerk
         of the knife across a chicken’s carotid artery?
      

      The problems of global warming and environmental degradation were so widespread and complex—so global—that it felt mildly
         disingenuous to believe that my little noble acts of locavore heroism were anything more than symbolic gestures. Really, wasn’t
         this just checkbook environmentalism (however well intentioned), with me doing little more than salving my conscience by buying
         overpriced tomatoes and cooking with parsnips when the weather got chilly? The premise of it all began to feel thin.
      

      It’s hard to identify exactly when my skepticism became committed doubt, but several random observations nudged me down the
         path of crankiness. Maybe it was watching one too many times the pretentious woman with the hemp shopping bag declaring “This
         bag is not plastic!” make her way to market in an SUV the size of my house. Or maybe it was the baffling association between
         buying local food and dressing as if it were Haight-Ashbury circa 1968 that got me thinking that my sacred farmers’ market
         was a stage set more for posturing than for environmental activism. Maybe it was reading yet another predictable introduction
         to yet another glossy coffee-table cookbook written by some hotshot chef telling me that I was part of the problem when I
         purchased food at—gasp—a supermarket. Granted, minor disturbances all, but they pushed me to take a closer look at the emperor’s clothes.
      

      Self-righteousness might have gotten under my skin, but there were also these sobering numbers I kept reading about. When
         Christopher Columbus landed in Hispaniola, the world’s population stood at 450 million. By the late nineteenth century it
         had grown to 1.5 billion. Today there are almost 7 billion souls on the face of the earth, and frightening as it is to contemplate,
         by 2050 there will be 9.5 billion. In the past fifty years the world’s population has doubled. We all need food. Not only
         that, but the populations of India and China—the bulk of the world—are on the verge of being able to eat a modern diet regularly
         consisting of meat, vegetables, and grain. This is an irrepressible component of globalization—one with potentially severe
         environmental consequences—that we can no longer afford to ignore.
      

      Nowhere in the locavore canon has there been a serious discussion about this looming demographic catastrophe. You can reliably
         hear advocates insist that “organic can feed the world,” but there is no blueprint for that transition. The conservation biologists
         Paul and Anne Ehrlich sum up the current relationship between exploding population and shrinking resources in these terms:
         “The projected 2.5 billion further increase in the human population will almost certainly have a much greater environmental
         impact than the last 2.5 billion added since 1975. Our species has already plucked the low-hanging resource fruit and converted
         the richest land to human uses.” This fact is, in essence, the elephant in the locavores’ room. The world’s productive land
         has already been turned over to exploitation. The low-hanging fruit is gone. Going local, in light of it all, is akin to making
         sure that everything is fine in our own neighborhood and then turning ourselves into a gated community.
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      It’s little wonder that the manifestos of local production and consumption almost never confront these hard numbers. After
         all, the figures, so unyielding and alarming, plead with us in their urgency to think beyond an exclusively local perspective.
         At the least, the diet we strive for must take us beyond the local food activist Vandana Shiva’s mantra that “all rules… should
         promote local production by local farmers, using local resources for local production.” But is it viable to feed 9 or 10 billion
         people through local modes of agricultural production, without long-distance trade? And what if, by some crazy miracle, it
         were?
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      What would happen to local traffic patterns if every consumer in Austin made daily trips in their SUVs to visit small local
         farms to buy locally produced food? What would happen to the nation’s water supply if the entire American Southwest insisted
         upon preindustrial, locally produced food? What would happen, for that matter, in New Delhi, New York, Casablanca, Mexico
         City, or Beijing? And how the hell would I get my daily fixes of wine and coffee? The problem and the solution—local, slow,
         nonindustrial food—eventually struck me as fundamentally incompatible with these logistical (and sensual) concerns. I realize
         that most locavores are much more flexible when it comes to obeying their founding premise. But still, it is by taking the
         ideology to its logical extreme that we make its inherent weaknesses most visible.
      

      When I asked myself the demographic questions, no matter how imaginative my answers, no matter how doggedly I pursued alternative
         options, I kept slamming into realities—the reality of 10 billion people scattered across the globe, of declining soil quality,
         of limited arable land, of shrinking fresh water supplies, of the Ehrlichs’ “already plucked… low-hanging resource fruit.”
         Considering these inescapable global facts, I remained steadfastly unable to envision anything but a food dystopia arising
         from the universalization of the movement that I had once embraced with religious passion. It might have worked in 1492, but
         not today. Not on the eve of 10 billion. We need bigger systems.
      

      This is not to dash the hopes of the locavore. It’s only to point to what’s heretofore been hidden in plain sight: there are
         very real limits to the locavore vision, limits that cannot realistically be overcome. When I left the locavore bandwagon,
         I did not completely leave behind its ethic. I simply want to place it in a new perspective, one that acknowledges that there’s
         a world of consumers out there whose concerns about food have little to do with anything that Chez Panisse, Berkeley, or the
         slow-food movement happens to be celebrating.
      

      Rest assured, I’ll control my antielitism. I say this in part because I am pretty much a member of the food elite. For those
         of us fortunate enough to spend our leisure time fretting over heirloom tomatoes, the world is not just our oyster, it’s our
         Malbec, our Blue Point, and our cave-aged Manchego. And good for us. If you have the leisure time to ponder the subtleties
         of taste, and if you can afford to travel the world and eat a diet that hews to the earthy wonders of terroir, well then, be glad and rejoice. But let’s be honest with ourselves: it’s a narrow perspective. Most of the world wants food,
         just food, and if we don’t figure out how to produce that food in a sensible and sustainable manner, one that honors future
         generations, our localized boutique obsessions are going to appear comically misguided (if not downright tragic) to future
         historians.
      

      And so my journey as a locavore fizzled out on the shoals of common sense and healthy skepticism. Radical locavores continue
         to brook little deviation from the sacred commandment that local food is virtuous while imported food is irresponsible. But
         nowadays, the more I talk with advocates of localism, the more I sense their own doubts and frustrations with the idealistic
         agrarian worldview. Even those located firmly within the locavore movement feel alienated by its expectations. How could they
         not? The demand that we eat exclusively locally produced, preferably organic food poses an unrealistic hurdle for even the
         most dedicated, activist-minded foodies. Dreams can be grand, but at some point we must admit their limitations and seek their
         spirit in more realistic endeavors.
      

      What follows is a mass of information delivered with doses of humor, humility, objectivity, and even a little anger, but it’s
         ultimately the story of how I came to terms with the locavore’s dilemma. Readers hoping for a journalistic travelogue of eating
         adventures had best close the book now. Despite my opinion that food miles are the least of our concerns, I did not circumnavigate
         the globe to investigate the topics that I’m writing about directly. Instead, I settled in behind my desk in Austin, Texas,
         made the requisite phone calls, sent the critical e-mails, read the relevant reports, learned the scientific lexicons, did
         the hard research, and threw down my cards when I thought my hand was good. Thus, what follows is my own answer to what I
         once took to be my own problem. I’d like to think it’s a valid, if imperfect, answer based on a rational vision of the future
         rather than a romantic obsession with the past. I’d also like to think it has relevance for anyone who cares about the environment
         and the precarious future of food.
      

      THE FIRST PART of an ancient Byzantine proverb reminds us, “He who has food has many problems.” And these problems, I would add, are problems
         for a reason—they’re difficult to solve. What follows is thus not a rigid prescription for sustainable eating. Instead, it’s
         a broader framework for developing an environmentally sensible diet. The most general premises I work from are these: first,
         sustainability means meeting our present-day needs without denying future generations the right to do the same, and second,
         the key benchmarks of measuring sustainability involve soil quality, water usage, biodiversity, global warming, chemical emissions,
         and the conservation of natural space.
      

      I do not provide a top-ten list on how to eat a green diet. I’m no fan of books that reduce everything to a few pat answers
         for achieving a goal as elusive and complicated as environmentally sustainable food production. And so, rather than insult
         readers with simplistically prescriptive answers, I instead offer a vision of sustainability that assumes that, as socially
         conscious consumers, we’re prepared to take on more complexity in the quest to achieve an environmentally responsible diet.
      

      As nice as it would be to sum up the essence of what follows in a bumper sticker (“Eat Local!”), I pursue a more varied “portfolio
         solution.” Like any portfolio, there will always be room for improvement, some aspects that perform better than others, maybe
         even a few superior performers and a couple of duds. But ultimately, as immodest as the goal might be, I hope to provide a
         new baseline from which environmentally conscious consumers can begin as they refine the endlessly complex act we’re too often
         told should be simple: eating responsibly.
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