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PREFACE

When it comes to food, everybody is interested. Humorist
Will Rogers opened his routine by saying, “I never met a man
I didn’t like.” In my own life, I have never met a person who
did not like food, either growing it, preparing it, tasting it,
or in many cases, arguing about it. We all have strong opin-
ions about food, just as we do about politics. Food issues that
become political are thus doubly divisive.

For this reason, I hesitated when asked by Oxford Univer-
sity Press to write a book describing “what everyone needs
to know” about food politics. For each issue I would cover, a
number of readers with views opposed to my own would be
offended. Food politics can be a realm of irreconcilable differ-
ence. For each issue, there would also be specialists better
informed than I, ready to notice even the smallest error. With
each topic covered, then, I would be angering one group of
readers while revealing my limitations to the other.

What persuaded me to write this book was press coverage
of the so-called world food crisis of 2008. When international
food prices spiked upward sharply in the spring of that year,
I was struck by the different stories told. Journalists reported
that the world was running out of food. Environmentalists
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asserted that modern agricultural production methods had
become unsustainable. Humanitarians warned that too much
food was being diverted for use as transport fuel. Others
said the problem was too many food imports by China. In
fact, none of these popular explanations touched the core of
the problem. The international food price spike was part of
a temporary bubble in all commodity prices, oil and metals
as well as food, a macroeconomic effect that was worsened
inside the food sector by a series of national export bans and
then panic buying triggered by those bans.

There was also public confusion over the consequences of
the price spike. Did high prices on the world market really
mean an additional 100 million people would now go hungry?
Few seemed to appreciate that most food consumers around
the world were largely insulated from international price fluc-
tuations thanks to the restrictive trade policies of their govern-
ments (including the export bans that had amplified the spike).
The export price of food is not the price most consumers pay.
The “international” price of rice may have tripled, but rice
consumers in China and in many other countries were not
paying any more than before. I concluded that a book shed-
ding light on these and other basics might be useful after all.

I also agreed to write this book in the hope of rebalancing
some debates about food and farming. In recent years, a
swelling body of popular literature has persuaded much of
the attentive public, including many of my closest friends, that
high-productivity farming based on specialization and modern
science is a mistake. Popular writers now argue for a return
to something like the farming and eating styles of an earlier
era. Agricultural production should once again take place
on small diversified farms rather than on large specialized
farms. Soil nutrients should be replaced “organically” using



Preface xvii

composted animal manure without any synthetic nitrogen
fertilizers. Food marketing systems should be more local and
less international. The preparation and consumption of food
should be slow rather than fast. These assertions that the best
food will be organic, local, and slow require critical scrutiny
by someone other than a journalist or a “food writer.” Most
of the academically trained specialists I have worked with—
nutritionists, agricultural economists, toxicologists, biologists,
soil scientists, and irrigation engineers—have serious reserva-
tions about these most recent food fashions. I decided it might
be useful for Oxford’s readers to learn why.

The information in this book has come to me from the
published work of other academics plus my own lifetime of
work among such specialists. For those with the appetite, a
sampling of suggestions for further reading is at the end of
the book. My credentials for writing this book include my
discipline as a political scientist plus the considerable topical
and geographic diversity of my research and published work.
Over the course of my three-decade career, I have conducted
research on food and agriculture in the United States, Europe,
India, Bangladesh, China, Brazil, Argentina, and most recently,
in more than a dozen countries in Africa. In doing this work,
I operate as an independent scholar; I have never accepted
corporate funding for any of my research. My work has been
supported generously and continuously by my home institu-
tion, Wellesley College, and also by the Weatherhead Center
for International Affairs at Harvard University, where I main-
tain a research affiliation. I have also received support on
more than one occasion from the International Food Policy
Research Institute (IFPRI), the U.S. Agency for International
Development (USAID), the Council on Foreign Relations, the
Brookings Institution, the Ford Foundation, the Rockefeller
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Hunger problems of this kind are increasingly difficult for
citizens in wealthy societies to comprehend. We now struggle
with eating too much food rather than too little. In this book, the
politics of food scarcity and food abundance get equal time.

Communicating useful information on food politics to an
aware audience of nonspecialists is a challenging task. How
much technical knowledge should be assumed? In addition,
specialists often rely on terms of art that nonspecialists find
unfamiliar and unhelpful. My own approach to this challenge
has been shaped over the years by my work at Wellesley
College, where every year I teach a multidisciplinary seminar
on food and agricultural policy to an elite group of seniors.
These students are smart, curious, hard working, and well
traveled. Quite a few are international students. Most are
naturally skeptical, including toward me. Week after week,
from their seats around the seminar table, they find ways—
both gentle and harsh—to let me know when I have failed to
provide clarity or when my arguments are not convincing.
Nobody writing a book of this kind could have a better test
audience. I wish to dedicate this book to my seminar students
at Wellesley. Over the years, many have gone on to careers
of their own in the field of food and agriculture to my ever-
lasting satisfaction and pride.
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